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Abstract
Limited job opportunities, later retirements and longer life spans had combined to create
unique mixed-birth generation workplaces in America; three and sometimes four
different generations of employees were working together toward the same organization
goals and objectives. A popular management trend was to call attention to predicted
conflict that might result and then recommend mixed-birth generation management
strategies by stereotyping birth generation behaviors in the workplace and prescribing
stereotyped approaches for each. In response to a concern with providing yet another
opportunity to stereotype people in the workplace, the purpose of this study was to
surface a theory that supported a new way of thinking about mixed-birth generation
American workplaces through the discovery of stereotype-free workplace behavior
patterns. In answer to the research question, “How do organizations create and sustain
stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces,” this research built theory grounded
in the voices, actions and experiences of 18 people from different birth generations who
worked with other generations of people in for-profit and non-profit organizations in the
United States Midwest. Through Charmaz’ (2006) Constructivist Grounded Theory
analysis of participant shared experiences, a theory emerged suggesting that a Fostering
Work Climate regularly fed by contributing personal and organization culture factors
would ultimately demonstrate the characteristics that both created and sustained a
stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplace.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
In the late 1990s, I read my first book on managing what America popularly
referenced as a birth-year generation of people other than my own. My direct reports
were 10, 15 and 20 years my junior, so Managing Generation X: How to Bring Out the
Best in Young Talent (Tulgan, 1995) seemed like something I should read. In the end, it
was not a thorough read. But, before I closed the book for good, I was surprised to read
about attitudes of Generation Xers (born between 1961 and 1981) and Boomers (born
between 1943 and 1960) that were galaxies apart, illustrated with an example of a
Boomer boss’ persistent phone command of “Get in here” to his Generation X report
(Tulgan, 1995, p. 2). I also read that Boomer bosses viewed Generation X employees as
slackers and that the Generation X author felt this was an unfair stereotype. I agreed; the
Generation X employees reporting to me were not categorically slackers. Most were solid
performers, right along with most of their Boomer co-workers. Some Generation Xers
were stars, but so were some Boomers. I wondered about the point of the book.
The book’s basis was the author’s research, designed around these questions to
his aged 21-31 population: “How are you being managed?” and “How does that affect
your work?” (Tulgan, 1995, p. 5). His findings bothered me because I thought he might
get similar answers about good and bad management had he interviewed a population
aged 32-52, or 53-65 in the same workplaces. Tulgan provided a good list of how not to
manage Generation X; a list that to me, however, seemed not unique to managing
Generation X in the workplace in 1995. For example, no matter a person’s
chronological-defined generation, who wants commands shouted at them in disrespect or
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wants their time misused? Who welcomes a weekend of work because of a manager’s
poor planning? The remainder of Tulgan’s book was full of good advice on how not to be
a bad manager, but not unique to the how-to-manage needs of the generation behind me,
so I stopped reading.
Ten years or so later, I attended a workshop with content similar to Tulgan’s 1995
book, but updated for managing Generation Next (also known as Generation Y or the
Millennial generation, born between 1982 and 2002). Workshop content was based on a
white paper on the topic where Taylor (2007) said Generation Next was the product of a
technology-rich, consumer-driven culture and presented special challenges for colleges
and universities caused by the generational differences between them and oldergeneration university faculty and staff. Once again reading about the negative
stereotyping of another generation, my interest in a trend that suggested managing
generations of people rather than people as individuals in the workplace was renewed.
I learned that countless others followed Tulgan’s 1995 work on the topic. While
they each took a slightly different approach in description and advice, they were alike in
their stereotype thinking about workplace groups and collectively suggested that an
employee’s birth-year generation predicted how they would behave in the workplace and,
accordingly, offered prescribed and appropriate management strategies. Tulgan later coauthored with Boomer, Martin, Managing the Generation Mix (2002). Here the authors
gave brief descriptions of a person aged 57 who acted more like an Xer than a Boomer
and a forty-something writer who did not identify with either the Boomers or the Xers
(Tulgan & Martin, 2002). While they maintained that it was “still meaningful to talk in
terms of generational identities” (p. xv) in the workplace, Tulgan and Martin introduced

15
Managing the Generation Mix with: “Perhaps the truth is that generations are in the eye
of the age holder, and there are, after all, five billion generations—one for each unique
individual living on the planet” (Tulgan & Martin, 2002, p. xv). The notion of truth being
in the eye of the age beholder was of interest to me and became fodder for my study.
What I learned is that the truth, indeed, lies within an individual employee–not his or her
birth generation.
Problem
America’s citizens were, by and large, living longer and retiring later (Cahill, et
al., 2006; Leubsdorf, 2006; Strauss & Howe, 1991). The American economy remained
relatively unstable and college graduates were challenged to find employment like never
before (Spotlight Online, 2009). This combination of demographic circumstances
sustained three and sometimes four generations of employees in the same workplace,
competing for the same jobs, and working toward the same goals. The result, according
to some research and popular press, was growing conflict among people in these multigenerational workplaces (Bell, 2008; Burmeister, 2008; Deal, 2007; Dorset, 2008;
Gravett & Throckmorton, 2007; Hicks & Hicks, 1999; Lancaster & Stillman, 2002;
Licata, 2007; Marston, 2007; Siebert, 2008; Stanley-Garvey, 2007; Tulgan, 1995;
Twenge, 2006; Zemke, et al., 2000).
The demographics mentioned above and predictions about difficulty with
succession planning and worker shortages should have perhaps called people working in
mixed-birth generation workplaces in the United States to understand the benefit of
developing healthy, age-diverse workplaces. Instead, popular response was to stereotype
people by generational age group, predict workplace behaviors and prescribe
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management treatment based on generational stereotypes. The generational framework
proposed in these popular responses to managing mixed-birth generation workplaces
seemed reminiscent of past unexamined assumptions about ethnic, gender, and racial
stereotyping. In fact, other researchers cautioned against gender, ethnic, and cultural
stereotyping (there are 17,000+ entries in the UST Library database related to
stereotyping) because stereotyping worked against diversity initiatives (Abrams, et al.,
2008; Kugelberg, 2006; Levy, et al., 2009; Poulos, 2008; Treadway, et al., 2005; Wilson,
et al., 1985). If gender, ethnic and age stereotyping were barriers to individual career
advancement, then generational stereotyping was certainly an equivalent barrier to the
healthy, age-diverse and relationship-strong workplaces needed in today’s mixed-birth
generation American workplaces.
Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of this study was to surface a theory that supported a new way of
thinking about mixed-birth generation American workplaces through the discovery of
stereotype-free workplace behavior patterns. In answer to the research question, “How do
organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces?” my
research aimed to “… build theory that was grounded in the voices, actions and
experiences” (Goulding, 2002, p. 106) of people from different birth generations working
together in organizations in the United States Midwest. The study provided perspectives
on employee motivations and experiences in mixed-birth generation workplaces and
allowed theory to emerge (Charmaz, 2006). My findings had “explanatory and
descriptive power” (Goulding, 2002, p. 106) and were incorporated into a theoretical
framework for mixed-birth generation workplaces that was applicable to and indicated by
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the data under study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Further, the theory worked in a
meaningfully relevant way to explain the mixed-birth generation behavior patterns under
study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Theoretical Framework
“Constructivists study how—and sometimes why—participants construct
meanings and actions in specific situations” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). Constructivist
Grounded Theory (CGT) is a methodology that complements social constructionist
ontology and an interpretive epistemology. CGT is driven by an emergent process that
takes the researcher back and forth from collected data, back out into the field
(interviewing, re-interviewing, observation or document analysis), and back to the data
again in a zig-zag like manner to construct the social phenomenon under study. The
objective of CGT is to relate surfacing concepts and categories to each other in a
constantly comparative manner until a theory, grounded in the collected data, emerges.
Using an interpretive definition of theory, my goal was to understand through an
imaginative interpretation or new way of thinking about my topic. As such, I always
looked for what was new in the data and tried to see beyond the obvious to perhaps find a
different path or greater understanding (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1997) of the
phenomenon of mixed-birth generation workplaces in the United States. In the end, I
constructed theory based on my interpretation of participant stories told (Mills, et al.,
2006) from mixed-birth generation workplaces in six arenas: 1) not for profit higher
education, 2) for-profit higher education, 3) public K-12 education, 4) for-profit business,
5) for profit health care, and 6) not for profit health care.
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Significance
Demographics used for this research indicated that mixed-birth generation
workplaces would continue to grow. In response, some suggested that “Intergenerational
contact programs can induce older, middle-aged, and younger people to be mindful about
faulty dispositions they might have toward each other that can stymie healthy relations
among them” (Giles, et al., 2008, p. 29). This study had significance because the
identified 10 characteristics of a Fostering Work Climate that could lead to a stereotypefree mixed-birth generation work environment was a new lens through which to view this
American workplace phenomenon and added to the body of organization development
knowledge. The application of the theory emerged through this research could benefit
organizations, perhaps increasing successful mixed-birth generation employee
recruitment, retention and overall organization productivity. The characteristics of
stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces found in this study could also help
refocus organizations toward leveraging generational differences in the workplace rather
than simply managing them.
Definition of Common Terms
Assumption
An assumption in the context of this study was an idea taken for granted but not
necessarily proven. In the context of generations, generational assumptions were ideas
about an entire birth generation that were taken for granted but not necessarily proven.
Bias
Bias was a demonstrated attitude or behavior based on stereotypes of people, or
groups of people. In the context of this study, bias particularly applied to birth generation.
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Constructivist grounded theory (CGT)
Constructivist grounded theory (CGT) came from the interpretive research
tradition and placed “… priority on the phenomena of study and sees both data and
analysis as created from shared experiences and relationships with participants and other
sources of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). Grounded theory was a systematic, inductive,
and comparative approach to qualitative research used for the purpose of constructing
theory in this study. The approach encouraged my persistent interaction with the data
while remaining open to emerging theories in the process (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).
Coding
I used this emergent process to define what the data I collected was about. Coding
linked data collection to my developing theory and explained my data. “Through coding
you define what is happening in the data and begin to grapple with what it means”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). My transcripts were coded four times each, guided by the coding
phases described below.
Initial coding. Initial coding represented the first phase of my coding process
where I watched for action in the data using Charmaz’ (2006) recommended method of
assigning gerunds to describe that action and then allowed those actions to surface
categories. During this phase, I tried also to be careful not to apply pre-existing categories
and block any emerging ideas. It was difficult.
Focused coding. Focused coding represented the second phase of my coding
process in which I used directions found in the initial coding phase through frequency or
significance and synthesized them to make decisions about larger categories. It was also
in these phases where I frequently traveled back to my initial codes and data and looked
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for things I missed or had not thought about before and where I checked any
preconceptions I had about my topic (Charmaz, 2006).
Axial Coding. This was the third phase of my coding process where I looked for
the common connections among my codes and connected them to a core and common
category through synthesis of category dimension and property (Strauss & Corbin, 1997).
In this phase, I also attempted to bridge any gaps I perceived in collected data through
participant re-interviewing.
Theoretical Coding. In this fourth and last phase, I confirmed my emergent
theory (Charmaz, 2006) and interviewed and re-interviewed my theoretical sampling
participants corroboration and support.
Gender
Gender as used in this study was a cultural role reference to women and men in
social groups.
Generation Descriptors
Using Strauss & Howe (1991; 2000) generation definitions, the following four
categories described the populations that I studied.
Baby boomer generation. This generation of the American population was born
between the years 1943-1960 and post WWII. They experienced Vietnam, the sexual
revolution and the women’s movement and were aged 50-67 at the time of this study.
Generation X. This generation in our American population was born between
1961-1981 and lived during climbing abortion, divorce and teen suicide rates in America.
They were aged 29-49 during the time of this study.
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Millennial generation. Born between the years 1982-2002 and aged 8-28 at the
time of this study, this generation experienced a decline in abortion, a decline in divorce
rate, and kinder, gentler family. However, no one under age 21 participated in the study.
Silent generation. This generation was the American population born between
the years 1925-1942 mostly during an era of depression and war. It was the only
American generation to have fewer members than both the G.I. (General Issue or
Government Issue) generation born before them and the Baby Boomer generation just
after them. At the time of this study, people in this generation in the American workforce
were aged 68-85.
Member Checking
Member checking was the process I used to return to the field with follow-up
questions for and confirmation by participants about ideas I had developed from
analyzing their data. I also used this process during theoretical sampling to collect
additional data that elaborated on the categories I had developed (Charmaz, 2006).
Memo Writing
Memo writing is unique to grounded theory and prompted me to analyze data and
codes early in my research process. Memo writing helped me gain insight into collected
data and contributed to large segments of this final paper.
Generalizing
Generalizing as used in this study can be a helpful starting point when working
with generationally diverse populations. Generalizing begins with an assumption about a
group but also naturally leads a person to seek more information about an individual in
that group to determine whether or not the assumption fits (Taylor, 2005).
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Stereotyping
Stereotyping is not helpful. Stereotyping generalizes the picture of a person
without taking the individual into account and determining whether or not generalized
group assumptions fit the person (Taylor, 2005). In the context of group stereotyping and
this research, it was generalizing the picture of individuals in the group based on a
stereotype of the group without consideration of the individuality of group members.
Stereotyping “… is an ideological process that serves to justify the status quo and bolster
the legitimacy of the existing social order” (Jost, et al., 2005, p. 305). Holding true to the
data collected, references to stereotyping in this study were used primarily to explain
generational and gender stereotyping with parallels to ethnic, racial, and age stereotyping.
Symbolic Interactionism
Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical perspective that was the basis for this
grounded theory research; as referenced in this study, it was simply the human
socialization process. That is, people construct their selves, society and their reality
through interaction with others and are socialized through expressed symbols that include
language. People make meaning from those interactions, that meaning triggers an action,
that action influences other actions--creating a sustained dynamic in the relationship
between the two (Charmaz, 2006, p. 189).
Theoretical Sampling
Theoretical sampling is a confidence building and emergent strategy used both
early and late in the CGT methodology. In the instance of this study, theoretical sampling
was used during the axial coding phase. How I sampled depended on what I wanted to
find out more about and how I wanted to go about it. Using this strategy helped me find
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data pertinent to my emergent theory (Charmaz, 2006) and pushed the boundaries of key
categories, prompting me to ask so-what questions through interviewing and reinterviewing. In the end, theoretical sampling helped me create additional subcategories
for common experiences and more complex data analysis.
Theoretical Saturation
Theoretical saturation was the point at which categories for developing my theory
were saturated because nothing new in terms of additional insight was revealed
(Charmaz, 2006).
Theoretical Sorting
Theoretical sorting is a grounded theory method that gave me an organizational
logic for my analysis and prompted data comparison (Charmaz, 2006). I used theoretical
sorting through the last two phases of my coding process.
Overview of Chapters
This chapter provided a rationale for the study. Chapter two provides a review of
the literature that supported the research and to which this study contributes. Chapter
three outlines this study’s methodology and explains the tenets of Charmaz’s (2006)
Constructivist Grounded Theory used in this research to answer the question: How do
organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces?
Chapter four provides a window into compelling participant stories collected for this
study, my data coding process, my findings and how I arrived at my grounded theory.
Finally, chapter five offers a discussion and examination of my findings as they relate to
the best practices of and values within the discipline of organization development.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW PART 1
While I revisited the literature throughout the analysis process and ultimately
drafted part two of the review in direct relation to my grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006),
part one provided context and background for the problem under study and was necessary
to set the stage. Three topics informed that context: demographics and the future,
stereotyping, and intergenerational workplace management.
Demographics and the Future
In preparing for this study, I learned that things in the American workplace had
changed. Americans, for example, were living longer (Cahill, et al., 2006; Gist & Hetzel,
2004; Jamrog, 2002; Leubsdorf, 2006; Strauss & Howe, 1991) but not retiring from the
workplace as patterned by previous models. Two demographic phenomena fed what I
perceived as a potentially perfect generational storm and provided further context for my
study.
First, Americans were indeed healthier and living longer lives, but were not
financially and emotionally prepared for the long retirements that would result. As a
result, Baby Boomers expected to work longer, reversing an earlier trend toward early
retirement. For example, the National Institute on Aging (2007) said, “Compared with
1992, in 2004, a substantially larger proportion of people in their early to mid-50s
expected to work after 65” (p. 40). While there were a number of factors that influenced
the decision to retire (structure and pension availability, for example) and an economic
turnaround from the 2008 recession was likely imminent, it would take years for Baby
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Boomers to recover lost retirement savings–a single factor which kept Baby Boomers in
likely the same workplaces for longer. In fact, in 2010, 40.4% of adult Americans in the
workplace were between ages 45-64–an increase of 29.3% over that same age group in
the workplace ten years earlier.
A second demographic phenomenon was that jobs were not as readily available;
job elimination for organization survival during the 2008-2009 economic downturn and
the movement from job to job by younger employees had halted. Further, college
graduates were staying in their part-time jobs, if they had them (Gist & Hetzel, 2004;
Jamrog, 2002; Leubsdorf, 2006; National Institute on Aging, 2007).
The combination of these demographic phenomena resulted in three and
sometimes four generations of people working together for the first time and for a
sustained period of time--a unique employee mix never before collectively managed in
the American workplace (Bell, 2008; Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007; Dorset, 2008;
Finch, 2007; Licata, 2007; O’Malley, 2006; Sherman, 2006; Siebert, 2008; StanleyGarvey, 2007; Valenti & Rockett, 2008). In preparation for a conflict-ridden employee
mix, some research suggested that institutions of higher education should prepare
graduates in all disciplines to work in a multigenerational environment, employing
teaching strategies that changed attitudes and built intergenerational relationships (Hanks
& Icenogle 2001).
Stereotyping
Jost, Kivetz, Rubini, Guermandi, and Mosso (2005) said, “… stereotyping is an
ideological process that serves to justify the status quo and bolster the legitimacy of the
existing social order” (2005, p. 305). To gain insight into the unique employee mix
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previously mentioned and to learn strategies for managing differences among employee
values, work style, skill levels and commitment, popular advice for what was perceived
as a conflict-ridden diversity issue in mixed-birth generation workplaces was to
stereotype by birth generation and follow prescriptive recommendations for each. I felt
there was danger in proceeding with this treatment; American workplaces had already
experienced and continued to struggle with the high cost of gender, ethnic and cultural
stereotyping. This new and apparently popular advice reversed a forward-moving trend
away from stereotyping. In fact, I agreed with professor Vaidhyanathan, cited in
Hoover’s (2009) The Chronicle article, “Generational thinking is just a benign form of
bigotry, in which you flatten out diversity. This is debilitating to the job of trying to work
with young people” (p. 33). I felt Vaidhyanathan’s statement needed only slight
modification: This [generational thinking] was likely debilitating to the job of trying to
work with any people – young or old. Generational thinking was stereotype thinking;
stereotype thinking created barriers. But, Americans so easily embraced stereotype
thinking and I wondered why. A brief background on why humans so easily subscribe to
stereotype thinking and specific research that highlights gender, ethnic and cultural
stereotyping challenges in America was perhaps helpful.
Why Humans Stereotype
The depth and complexity of stereotype thinking in humans prohibited an indepth discussion in this research. However, a very high-level overview provided some
basis for explaining the pervasiveness and persistency of stereotype thinking in American
workplaces and some insight into the generational stereotyping trend that underlay my
research problem. Hilton and von Hippel (1996) indicated in their research on stereotype
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thinking that a single explanation as to why humans stereotype was impossible. In fact,
humans seem to know much more about where stereotype thinking comes from than they
know about how to make it go away. There were, for example, almost as many contexts
for stereotypes as there are personalities. In some cases, stereotyping helped people make
sense of the complex world in which they live; in others, stereotype thinking helped
people justify a pre-determined conclusion based on their experience. The multitude of
reasons for stereotype thinking were further complicated by human cognitive processes
(conscious and unconscious) and individual motivation. For example, self-fulfilling
prophecies, perceived similarities in categories of people as out-groups or simply
selective memory could fuel the human tendency to stereotype others.
Frith and Frith (2006) suggested that stereotype thinking was part of the human
brain’s social cognition function involving anatomical areas of the brain activated when
humans tried to understand other people. This function was particularly helpful to predict
the behavior of another person when they knew nothing else about them; further, humans
learned about people as individuals through more than just direct interaction. Humans
also learned about people by watching them interact with others and by being told second
hand about others.
Finally, determining when stereotypes come to mind for humans and when those
stereotypes color our judgment about others depended on what Kunda and Spencer
(2003) described as activation and application. Specifically,
The extent to which a perceiver interacting with a stereotyped person activates
applicable stereotypes depends on the extent to which the perceiver is motivated
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to avoid prejudice and is driven by self-enhancement and comprehension goals
that can be satisfied by stereotyping. (p. 540)
Other researchers indicated that stereotyping was simply about power and control.
Fiske (1993) suggested, for example, that there were two aspects of stereotyping
behavior: descriptive and prescriptive beliefs. A descriptive belief told people about most
others in a group and described how they behave, what they preferred and suggested their
competence level. Prescriptive belief was more controlling and told people how they
should behave, what they should prefer and how they should feel.
The descriptive aspect of stereotypes acts as an anchor, and the prescriptive aspect
of stereotypes acts as a fence. In short, stereotypes control people, which is one
reason they are so aversive. No one wants to be stereotyped. Stereotypes reinforce
one group’s or individual’s power over another by limiting the options of the
stereotyped group, so in this way stereotypes maintain power…. Power is control,
and stereotypes are one way to exert control, both social and personal. (p. 623)
Stereotype thinking is human and insidious. There were thousands of articles
referenced in the University of St. Thomas on-line Library databases on the subject of
stereotype thinking; I offer this cursory review to establish some basis for the research
problem of generational stereotyping and the inherent complexity of stereotype thinking
in humans. Further basis is perhaps found in a brief historical discussion about three
specific stereotype-thinking challenges in the American workplace: gender, ethnic, and
cultural.
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Gender Stereotyping
Gender stereotyping in American workplaces resulted in a closed-minded view of
women and men that contradicted their value and complexity as individuals and provided
a barrier to employee careers and the individual and equal (regardless of gender)
contributions Americans could make in the workplace. The workplace glass ceiling for
women exemplified one tangible outcome of gender stereotyping; the negative reaction to
a man, whose chosen profession was to stay at home with the children, exemplified
another. Viewing women and men through a stereotyping lens caused Americans to
attribute distorted levels of competence and social skills to each other based on gender
alone (Wilson, et al., 1985) and even extended mothering and fathering roles to each
other in the workplace (Kugelberg, 2006). While progress was apparent, gender
stereotyping was engrained; to maintain progress momentum a watchful eye for the
subtle backlash (Faludi, 1991) was perhaps needed. The late 1990s and early 2000s
suggestion, for example, that women were voluntarily opting out of the workplace to tend
to motherhood perpetuated a stereotype that women were not as committed as men to
their jobs outside the home (McNamara, 2004); the notion that male nurses were more
effeminate than other men perpetuated a less-than male stereotype of this now
professionally accepted occupation (Jinks and Bradley, 2003).
Ethnic Stereotyping
In 2005, Jost, et al., found that people across the globe had motives for justifying
the status quo and that stereotyping (positive or negative) was a function that helped to
justify the existing social system (Jost, et al., 2005). American workplaces reflected the
society in which they were established and Phinney’s (1996) study about American
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ethnic groups offered that most Americans recognized the need for what has become a
multiethnic society. However, American psyches differed in how America might
authentically use multiethnic as a collective national descriptor. Phinney suggested three
overlapping aspects responsible for the psychological importance of ethnicity in America:
1) distinguishing cultural values, attitudes and behaviors, 2) group membership, and 3)
membership experience with minority status, powerlessness, discrimination and
prejudice. Further, Phinney’s discussion about categories and labels suggested that given
the multitude of alternatives and their meanings (as perceived both by those within the
group and outside the group) there were serious problems with categorization and
labeling. Phinney’s three aspects illustrated the complexity of stereotype thinking in
America and associated problems. Still, with an apparent need to make some sense of or
call attention to difference, Americans continued to label and categorize others and send
messages that encouraged that behavior.
Deep (2002), for example, suggested that American media perpetuated negative
ethnic stereotypes and “… invariably transmit social and political messages” (p. 1) about
others in reaction to volatile and changing social events. Media messages marginalized
people of varying ethnicities as being apart from mainstream America. Even the United
States government perpetuated the notion of an apart-from or other status. For example,
the United States Bureau of Census established five ethnic categories; all Americans must
choose one. Except, each of the five categories could be expanded into at least 14
subgroups and those subgroups even further expanded because of the multitude of
variables between and among them, which were simply caused by individual experiences.
Categorization and labeling was problematic. “Because of this within-group variation,
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ethnic group membership alone cannot predict behaviors or attitudes in any
psychologically meaningful way” (p. 919). Phinney’s (1996) research discouraged the
use of categories as a variable to measure population complexity and its ethnic
dimensions. She suggested, “… a greater awareness that individuals vary along a number
of underlying human dimensions and cannot simply be categorized by group membership
could help to break down stereotypes and contribute to understanding among all people”
(p. 925).
Cultural Stereotyping
Cultural stereotyping could not, of course, stand independently from gender or
ethnic stereotyping. Gender stereotyping had a cultural component, as did ethnic
stereotyping. I offer almost two pages on cultural stereotyping to further illustrate the
complexity of stereotype thinking and the enormous number of variables required to
conclude a true stereotype of any kind. Culture was yet another variable in the
stereotyping mix with four variables of its own. Culture could be the pattern for how
humans learned and then transmitted to others what they knew and believed. It could also
be customs and traditions within social, religious or racial groups. Or, it could be a shared
set of values, goals and attitudes (as in organizational culture). Finally, it could be a set of
social practices within a field of practice, such as academia or health care. For example,
married men and women were influenced by the divorce culture of their respective
nations and, as a result, the options they felt able to exercise (Yodanis, 2005) and
evangelical or religious cultures within American states or regions influenced voter
support (McDermott, 2009). Cultural stereotyping was, like ethnic and gender
stereotyping, complex and multidimensional. Still, also like gender and ethnic
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stereotyping, cultural stereotyping could be used to justify, perpetuate or portray the
nature of a group of people. Lun, Sinclair & Cogburn (2009), for example, said, “Cultural
stereotypes are widely known beliefs that broadly influence how individuals are
evaluated and treated” (p. 117).
Cultural stereotyping was most problematic when it resulted in prejudicial
perspectives and behavior. For example, Gordijn, Koomen and Stapel (2001) found that a
person’s perspective about one culture or another was related to that person’s level of
prejudice about that culture. Some cultures were stereotyped as perpetuating prejudice
against another population. Cuddy, Norton and Fiske (2005) found, for example, that the
American working culture stereotyped older Americans as incompetent, resulting in
prejudicial hiring practices and pressure to retire. Another age-related American cultural
stereotype resulted in prejudicial action as illustrated in Hoover’s (2009) article about
stereotyping college students. Hoover suggested that the popular trend to stereotype
young people under the age of 25 as Millennial translated to “…white affluent teenagers
who accomplish great things as they grow up in the suburbs, who confront anxiety when
applying to super-selective colleges, and who multitask with ease as their helicopter
parents hover reassuringly above them” (p. 33) and was not at all representative of
minority, poor, or less fortunate teenagers born in the same birth year. These two
practices fed the Cuddy, et al (2005) research topic: self-stereotyping within cultural
stereotypes. Here the researchers found that not only did people self-stereotype (both
negatively and positively) but they self-stereotyped at a group level. Perpetuating cultural
stereotypes could also be subtle. The post 9-11 visibility and media attention, for
example, given primarily to women in traditional wife-mother, nurturing female roles
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perpetuated a mom and apple pie American culture as well as a sex-role stereotype and
marginalized non-traditional survivors who were in equal pain or made equivalent
contributions to America’s recovery (Faludi, 2007).
Generational Stereotyping
In similar ways, generational stereotyping could justify the existing generation’s
social system and perpetuate generalizations that resulted in resistance, hostility, selffulfilling prophecies and resentment among employees, especially between the oldest and
youngest in multigenerational workplaces. For example, older adult employees carried
with them valuable organization memory, well-honed skills, experience and loyalty that
could be leveraged to ensure organizational success. Still, organization sciences had little
knowledge of older adult workers who chose to stay in the workforce and which could
inform effective management practices (Abrams, et al., 2008; Kugelberg, 2006; Levy &
Leifheit-Limson, 2009; Treadway, et al., 2005; Wilson, et al., 1985). Further, the more
negative views younger- and older-adult employees in the same workplace had of each
other, maintained through stereotype thinking, the more likely they were to patronize and
discount each other in the workplace (Giles, H., et al. 2003; Harwood & Williams, 1998).
Sustaining perceptions like these could create a culture where younger- and older-adult
employees alike assumed they had nothing to learn from each other, avoided
conversations with each other and together could result in a collective behavior that
worked against creating healthy, age-diverse workplaces. Cooperrider, Whitney and
Stavros (2008) wrote that “… organizations move in the direction of their images of the
future; their images of the future are informed by the conversations they hold and the
stories they tell” (p. 41). Workplace conversations that stereotype employees by
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generation, could negatively inform a future together, and become self-fulfilling
prophecy.
Intergenerational Workplace Management
A manifestation of this self-fulfilling prophecy was the contagiously negative
titling of publications on the subject of intergenerational workplace management. Pairing
generational categories and labels with workplace challenge angst, books about managing
mixed generations in the workplace supported generational stereotyping and put
American workers in a place that looked for the negative. From Boomers, Xers, and
Other Strangers: Understanding the Generational Differences that Divide Us (Hicks &
Hicks, 1999) to Motivating the what’s in it for me workforce: Manage Across the
Generational Divide and Increase Profits (Marston, 2007), even before the books were
opened, the titles suggested a problem: American workers were divided. The discussion
set an “us versus them” tone and the catchy generational labels used sustained negative
momentum.
For example, the GI (Government Issue) and Silent Generations were labeled hard
working and patriotic builders; Baby Boomers were spoiled, pampered, and antiestablishment; Generation X was disillusioned, abandoned and wanted it all and, by the
way, baby boomer and silent employers were not enthusiastic about hiring them;
Millennial were self-centered, lacked initiative and motivation and were obsessed with
immediate gratification (Strauss & Howe, 1991). So, why would an employer hire people
of a generation described in these ways and how could anyone objectively manage
employees as a collective of individuals (rather than as part of a generation) after reading
content like this? After all, if individuals in the workplace watched for and expected
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behaviors like these, they would certainly find them. Was there, perhaps, another side to
this generational story?
Studies investigating intergenerational workplace conflicts and managerial
responses found that value differences among generations were seen as the primary cause
of conflict in the workplace (Bell, 2008; Dorset, 2008; Siebert, 2008;). Study participants
reported wide-ranging values regarding respect, commitment, work and life balance,
expediency, and independence and over two thirds of participants (Siebert, 2008)
experienced some conflict as a result of value differences. Still, researchers questioned
the pervasiveness of this type of workplace conflict and suggested that managers
incorporate measures designed to make the workplace more generationally inclusive and
accepting of generational value differences (Siebert, 2008) if they existed. Generational
differences, they suggested, could create obstacles as well as opportunities that affected
performance, work ethics, and successful business practices (Dorset, 2008). Some studies
suggested that claims in popular literature might be overstated (Bell, 2008); others
suggested there was little empirical evidence to show that values differed all that much
among generations (Licata, 2007). Using one measure, for example, a 2007 study found
that there was no significant difference among generations when it came to change
resistance (Stanley-Garvey, 2007).
Accepted generational stereotype thinking potentially risked American workplace
futures. For example, some researchers went as far as to suggest American workplace
management consider designing performance management systems unique to each
generation in their respective workplaces (Bell, 2008). Others indicated there were ethical
implications in the lack of knowledge transfer that took place between Baby Boomers in
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the workplace and younger generations (Finch, 2007). In preparation for this research, I
submitted that implications like these would only grow if generational conflict gained an
acceptable place in American workplace culture. Consider, for example, Weir’s 2006
study, which found that baby boomer females were motivated to pass on their
entrepreneurial legacies in an informal, relationship-building way and that they created
alternatives to formal succession planning based on affiliation, self-determination, social
good and equality. More frequently than not, these women used informal communication
vehicles (email, phone calls) and social settings (happy hours, luncheons, after-hours
activities) to convey legacies and to pass along what was important to them. If
generations were in conflict in the workplace, informal activities like these were unlikely
to take place and conveying legacy ineffective.
To that end, Deal (2007) in a study of multi-generational nursing environments,
suggested that “most intergenerational conflict shares a common point of origin: the issue
of clout–who has it, who wants it” (p. 11) but all generations shared values of family,
integrity, achievement, love, competence, happiness, self-respect, wisdom, balance and
responsibility from which employees could build relationships. Strauss & Howe’s (1991)
historical research showed a recurring cycle of generational behavior. Each generation
belonged to one of four types, which repeated sequentially through time. While
individuals in each generation were unique, they shared the same age location in history
and, based on what was happening in the world during that generation’s coming of age,
tried to redefine the present social order. Using the Millennial Generation as an example,
Strauss & Howe (2000) indicated,
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As a group, Millennial are unlike any other youth generation in living memory.
They are more numerous, more affluent, better educated, and more ethnically
diverse. More important, they are beginning to manifest a wide range of positive
social habits that older Americans no longer associate with youth, including a new
focus on teamwork, achievement, modesty, and good conduct. (p. 4)
The authors suggested that history said older generations (in this case Boomers and
Generation X) typically misrepresented the younger generation and, over time, were
surprised–either because they had stereotyped them as different than their own generation
or because they thought the next generation would be more of the same, i.e., Boomers
thinking the Millennial would be just like Generation X. Taking this example a step
further, Strauss & Howe (1991) said,
Each time adult generations reach new phases of life, and each time a rising
generation comes of age, they separately acquire new perspectives on where their
society is heading. The result is a regular and predictable change in that society’s
mood and direction. This happened in the middle 40s, middle 60s and middle 80s
and it’s due to happen again when the Millennial reach adulthood. (p. 362)
When I started this research, American workplaces were already there. The oldest
Millennial were adults and had entered the American workforce. If Millennial were,
indeed, unlike any other youth generation in living memory, the current and popular trend
to negatively stereotype them would compromise an organization’s ability to leverage
and, ultimately, benefit from their collectively better education, their ethnic diversity, and
their positive social habits, including “a new focus on teamwork, achievement, modesty,
and good conduct” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 4).
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LITERATURE REVIEW PART 2
Part one of this literature review provided research support for the problem
statement, purpose and research question as outlined in chapter one. Consistent with
Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006), part two provides support for the
theory grounded in this research as compared to the work of other scholars in the
organization development field. Specifically, part two illuminates the underlying themes
of stereotyping and individuality in my participant stories and grounded theory, the
alignment of the values suggested in the research model to the discipline of organization
development (Jones and Brazzel, 2006), process consulting (Schein, 1999a) and the
profile of a healthy organization (Beckhard, 2006).
Stereotype Thinking and Individuality
Puzzled by my participants’ stories that demonstrated simultaneous (and likely
unconscious) behavior of stereotyping on one hand and (likely conscious) behavior that
did not stereotype on the other, I dug some more through the literature. I was in search of
a better understanding about two things: 1) Why humans so easily move in and out of
stereotype thinking, and 2) Why humans seek to be identified as individuals while at the
same time identify with groups. Dollinger and Dollinger (2003) and Harris (1998; 2006)
offered insight and additional understanding about human development, stereotype
thinking and individuality; Prensky (2001a; 2001b), Rydell, Hugenberg, Ray and Mackie
(2007) and Schein (1999b) provided insight into stereotype thinking in organizations and
groups.
Although a licensed psychologist with a long career in writing textbooks on the
topic of child development, Harris (1998; 2006) identified herself in true atypical and
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individualistic style as an independent investigator rather than a psychologist and
challenged the social and academic psychology establishment through her work. For
example, in a most controversial way, The Nurture Assumption (Harris, 1998) maintained
that the assumption that parental nurturing determined how children turn out was a myth;
in No Two Alike (2006) she suggested that human individuality was a mystery and that
her purpose in writing this book was to solve it. Specifically, she suggested that three
systems were responsible for our individuality: 1) the relationship system helped humans
make conscious distinctions about people rather than generalize them into a group and
had no long-term effect on human personality, 2) the socialization system was how
stereotype constructions were made through unconscious categorization of people and,
for a while, could make humans more similar in behavior and personality if they shared
similar experiences, and 3) the status system was mostly conscious and had the greatest
individual long-term effect on human personality. But, Harris said, it was complex. “The
relationship system and the socialization system both collected information about other
people. The status system had a more difficult job: it specialized in collecting information
about the self” (p. 210). Harris suggested that these three systems working together
through a lifetime of influential and uniquely individual experiences were the building
blocks for how humans became individuals.
Dollinger, et al (2003) found age differences in individuality in their autographic
study of 844 people ranging in age from 18-54. In response to the research question, who
are you, their study’s participants created word and photo essays, which were analyzed
through photo coding and rated on an individuality rating scale. Their results were “…
consistent with a number of developmental theories that propose a growth in the

40
complexity of personality” and fit with Jung’s concept “of individuation as a middle-oflife focus” (p. 234). So, while the study’s limitations included a convenience sample of
college students and did not go beyond the age of 50, their findings aligned with those of
other individuality researchers. In short, the older humans grew the more individually
complex they became. The level of complexity and individuality was determined by
unique experiences, which built on each other, throughout a human life span. Most
humans spent their lives working on their self-identity rather than a social or group
identity. “In other words, they [humans] seek to define themselves, for example, by their
ideas, dreams, and imagination rather than be defined by their social behavior or by the
groups with which they associate” (p. 228).
Social psychology theorists came from different schools of thought with regard to
individual human individual development. Like Harris (2006), incremental theorists
believed human characteristics changed and developed through time—some believed, in
fact, that human characteristics could change momentarily in an individual and lend
meaning to their experiences. Entity theorists, on the other hand, believed human
characteristics were acquired in early childhood and fixed. Rydell, et al (2007) proposed
that people had implicit theories (incremental or entity) about individuals that were apart
from but affected their implicit theories about groups. Their study examined the affect of
that unique combination on how groups were perceived as related to stereotyping and
found that people “…who held entity theory about groups stereotyped more than those
who held an incremental theory about groups. This was also true for implicit theories
about individuals” (p. 553).
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Schein (2004) wrote that organization cultures came from national cultures and
specifically with regard to groups said,
The culture of a group can now be defined as a pattern of shared basic
assumptions that was learned by the group as it solved its problems of external
adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered
valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive,
think and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 17)
Organization culture was passed to new members when it was proven to work
(organization success) and when it helped create the stability and meaning that people
needed from organizations. The group socialization process in organizations involved
passing this culture along to new people, who became permanent members and who now
shared the assumptions about the organization and their group. This organization
socialization process also became the means by which organizations manipulated
“members into perceiving, thinking, and feeling in certain ways” (p. 19).
Finally, Prensky (2001a) in truly human style introduced the American workplace
to two new labels: digital native and digital immigrant. In an effort to provide insight into
how today’s young people thought and processed information differently than people
born before them, Prensky offered an analogy to language acquisition. In search of the
best way to label this difference, he said, “But the most useful designation I have found
for them is Digital Natives. Our students today are all ‘native speakers’ of the digital
language of computers, video games and the Internet” (p. 1), making the rest of the
population who later in life embraced these same technologies second-language speakers,
or Digital Immigrants.
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Harris (2006) helped me understand the sometime fickle stereotype-thinking
behavior reported by my participants. Relationships with others, the complex
socialization process and the need to find a place in the organizational hierarchy through
the status system were at conscious and unconscious odds with each other. Harris (2006)
and Dollinger, et al (2003) helped to explain the breadth and depth of my aged 21 to 72
participant experiences and their expressed level of individuality while at the same time
their frequent need to identify with or be affirmed by a group. Rydell, et al (2007) and
Schein (2004) affirmed the challenges around group stereotyping in organizations. An
organization influenced by entity theorists would likely perpetuate group stereotyping
and intuitively embrace generational stereotyping as a way to make sense of their new
mixed-birth generation challenges. An organization influenced by incremental theorists
would likely embrace organization life in an individual context and break down or
challenge stereotype thinking. Generational stereotyping easily took hold in some
organizations because it was naturally acquired, representative of the nation in which it
existed, became part of an organization’s culture and shared assumptions and then passed
on and sustained.
After I read Prensky (2001a; 2001b), I had the strongest urge to send his articles
on to my participants. Everyone in my study mentioned technology gaps in some context
and Prensky’s work, while focused on students, provided insight and increased
understanding about this relatively new phenomenon in our American workplaces. Being
a digital immigrant in our workplaces simply meant a technology learning curve that
resulted in retaining the accent of a second language. And, like learning a second
language later in life, it used a different part of the brain. A digital native, on the other
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hand, acquired technology as their first language, used yet a different part of their brain in
the process, and struggled to understand the accent of their native language as used by
digital immigrants. For example, printing out e-mail, or having a secretary print it for
them, bringing people physically into their office to see a web site rather than just
sending them the link, or calling someone to ask if they got your e-mail revealed an
accent difficult for digital natives to understand. It was easy with these examples to
understand why younger people stereotyped older people in this context. Prensky added
that different experiences lead to different brain structures; different brain structures lead
to a different way of thinking and processing information.
Our children today are being socialized in a way that is vastly different from their
parents. The numbers are overwhelming: over 10,000 hours playing videogames,
over 200,000 e-mails and instant messages sent and received; over 10,000 hours
talking on digital cell phones; over 20,000 hours watching TV (a high percentage
fast speed MTV), over 500,000 commercials seen – all before the kids leave
college. And, maybe, at the very most, 5,000 hours of book reading. (2001b, p. 1)
My generation X-who-wants-to-be-a-baby-boomer participant, Gail, came especially to
mind here, recalling her frustration with the young colleague who used a computer or
smart phone during meetings rather than being properly engaged with others in the
meeting. I may at least send Prensky’s articles to her.
Organization Development Values and Process Consulting
As I worked to make some sense of the theory emerging from this research, I was
quite literally astonished by the parallels between the Fostering Work Climate
characteristics in my theory model and Organization Development Values as cited by the
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Jones and Brazzel (2006). As editors of the National Training Institute’s Organization
Development Handbook, they explained the evolving values of organization development
over time—stretching from the 1960s to the present—and emphasized that because it is a
values-based practice, it is not for everyone. Nor is a Fostering Work Climate. Much like
a self-aware employee could contribute to developing and sustaining a Fostering Work
Climate, an OD practitioner needs to be authentic about who they are, model open
communication, value diversity, strive for integrity, earn the trust of those around them
and hold themselves accountable for all of this. Also like the interaction in a Fostering
Work Climate between contributing personal development and organization culture
factors,
In OD work there has to be a context of democracy, empowering people to
participate with free choice and responsibility, developing processes and
structures that build people’s involvement in their destiny and hold people
accountable for their actions and decisions. To work in OD is also to use the
power of the group and facilitate interpersonal competence, cooperation,
collaboration, and synergy; and to build jointness—collective and community—
into the mind-set of the human system. (Jones & Brazzel, p. 63)
Schein (1999a) distinguished between three types of consultation: 1) consultant as
expert; 2) consultant as sales person; or 3) consultant as someone who engages everyone
in a mutually helpful learning process. I was struck by the parallels between the
Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology used for this research and Schein’s third
type of consultation. In conducting my research, I was essentially engaged in joint
diagnosis of a problem, which my participants and I both perceived as problematic in
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some way. Together, through participant shared experiences, a common story emerged as
to what the problem set might be and how to solve it. At the end of each interview and in
the service of learning, I engaged my participants in an every-interaction-is-anintervention sort of way and reminded them of our American workplace progress with
diversity awareness and stereotype thinking. I asked for their thoughts about this popular
but antithetical generational stereotyping trend. It got them to thinking concretely about
the problem, about the risks and about actions they might individually be able to take in
their organizations. As I suggested in chapter five, an interesting recommendation for
further research to me would be follow up with my participants to see how far they were
able to take this action, if at all.
The Healthy Organization
The Fostering Work Climate theory that surfaced from this research also
suggested a healthy organization. Beckhard (2006) suggested people could measure the
health of an organization the same way people measure a person’s health and profiled a
healthy organization in ways that paralleled those of a Fostering Work Climate (FWC).
Specifically, a healthy organization:
•

Transformed the work it did into goods and services—a FWC took missiondriven action;

•

Received and acted on information from all parts of the organization,
sustained open communication and encouraged participative decisionmaking—a FWC was supported by an organization culture with open
communication systems and reflected characteristics of collaboration and
inclusion;
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•

Had a strong sense of purpose—a FWC had a clear mission that was aligned
with the personal values of its employees;

•

Predominantly managed people through team structures—a FWC operated
through a team-based structure;

•

Had wide and immediate access to the information it needed—a FWC was
supported by an organization culture that made immediate and appropriate use
of information technology;

•

Balanced rewards appropriately with the work that was done and supported
employee development—a FWC reflected characteristics that included
employee growth and development and reward and recognition;

•

“Operates in a learning mode” (p. 952) —a FWC was supported by a culture
that was learning adaptive and reflected characteristics of learning, growth
and development;

•

Recognized and appreciated diverse thinking styles—a FWC thrived on
relationships and diversity and was supported by people who were self-aware
and did not perpetuate stereotypes;

•

Encouraged and supported work-life balance—a FWC reflected
characteristics of understanding and patience; and

•

Held people accountable for efficiency and effectiveness—in a FWC,
employees were held accountable for sustaining the FWC and took ownership
and responsibility for their respective actions.

A Fostering Work Climate was a healthy organization and, consistent with the practice of
good OD, was perhaps the fresh lens through which American workplaces could create
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and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces. All of the above
combined to inform, support and challenge the research undertaken in this study and the
outcome that emerged. Chapter three explains the Constructivist Grounded Theory
(Charmaz, 2006) methodology used to reach that outcome.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) is a research methodology that allows a
theory to emerge from data collected, places a priority on the studied phenomenon and
views collected data and their analysis as something created by both the collective
participant experiences and their relationship with the researcher (Charmaz, 2006). It is
best used in three instances: when a theory is not available to explain the process or
phenomenon, when models available were tested on an audience other than the
researcher’s, or when the theories currently present are incomplete because they do not
include variables of interest to the researcher (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2006;
Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Mills, et al., 2006). The instances most
applicable to this study were the first and the last. The popular theories today did not
explain the phenomenon of workplaces that did not experience intergenerational conflict
and available theories were incomplete because they did not consider a variable of
primary interest to me as a researcher: stereotyping.
Why Constructivist Grounded Theory
This was an interpretive study of human behavior that included discourse,
gestures, expressions and actions considered primary to participant experiences in their
mixed-birth generation workplaces—all consistent with the principles of symbolic
interactionism (our language-based socialization process) upon which CGT is built
(Goulding, 2002). I chose this methodology for three reasons: 1) I was in search of a new
way to look at mixed-birth generation behavior patterns in the workplace; 2) I needed a
tool that would help me analyze patterned relationships in mixed-birth generation
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workplaces; and 3) I wanted my own experiences, when appropriate, to inform my
research.
First, popular intergenerational literature today took an obvious stereotyping path
to explain mixed-birth generation workplaces. “Grounded theory methods can provide a
route to see beyond the obvious and a path to reach imaginative interpretations”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 181). I personally struggled with the popular and generally negative
stereotyping of generations in the workplace with prescriptive recommendations for how
to manage them and believed there was much more to this than met the currently
published eye. I thought my study might surface an alternative to negative stereotyping
and prescriptive approaches to managing generational differences and perhaps provide a
new way of looking at mixed-birth generation behavior patterns in the workplace.
Second, stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces—where ideas or
statements about all members of a generation were not sustained, supported nor had
influence—involved both human and story-behind-the-story relationships. From the
perspective of the story-behind-the-story, Charmaz (2006) said that CGT was a tool that
could help a researcher with “…conceptual analysis of patterned relationships” (p.181)
but did not ignore relationships outside that pattern because all paths were opportunities
to “… learn about variations in a process or category and alternative interpretations” (p.
181). Further, the use of theoretical sampling in this methodology provided additional
relationship-building opportunities for me as I worked to gain access to and the trust of
my professional colleagues. Through interviewing, re-interviewing, and member
checking and return visits to build on key categories as they emerged, I was also able to
learn more about the story behind the story, if there was one.
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Finally, my own experiences in mixed-birth generation workplaces were different
than those portrayed in popular literature on the subject and I wondered if, through this
study, I might learn about experiences similar to my own. Still, this was unknown
territory for me; I did not know what I would find. CGT provided structure for both how
to approach and conduct research of this nature and how to analyze the data once
collected. CGT also encouraged me to focus on emergent theory development but
allowed freedom for my own theoretical sensitivities to have significance. I did not come
to this study “untouched by the world” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 15) and I could not be a
passive receptacle of the data I collected “claiming scientific neutrality and authority” (p.
15) because what I brought to my study influenced what I saw. In fact, CGT analysis
“results from the researcher’s involvement at every point in the research process”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 148) and that appealed to me.
Methodology
Charmaz told new CGT researchers that “rich data get beneath the surface of
social and subjective life … an inquiring mind, persistence, and innovative data-gathering
approaches can bring a researcher into new worlds and in touch with rich data” (2006, p.
13). As such, CGT combined ethnographic and phenomenological methodologies but
prompted me to give priority to the process or phenomenon in my study rather than
simply describing the setting in which it occurred.
Through face-to-face and telephone interviews, I surfaced theory around the
process and phenomenon of how different mixed-birth generation workplaces worked
together toward a common goal. My interview questions probed beneath the surface and
dug into my participants’ respective workplace scenarios, where I looked specifically for
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action and process around the phenomenon of a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation
workplace. I then synthesized what I discovered to a set of abstract theme and categories
that I eventually connected to a core category, which developed into theory.
Interviewing was an emergent process. To get things started, my introductory
interview questions were written from my own “guiding empirical interests” (Charmaz,
2006, p. 16) and were intended as “points of departure for developing, rather than
limiting” (p. 17) my ideas. Initial interview answers surfaced concepts that surfaced
additional interests, categories and concepts and drove subsequent participant
identification and interviews. For example, it occurred to me at some point during the
interview process that it was perhaps important to share with my participants the popular
perspectives of others about their particular generation and ask questions that got to their
thoughts and feelings in response. This strategy surfaced some of the most meaningful
participant stories. This particular level of inquiry was driven by what came before it and
so it went, going back and forth between the data I initially collected, wrote about, and
coded and back to the field for new interviews and re-interviews, a method consistent
with CGT that helped me refine key categories. Re-interviewing was also a memberchecking tool that allowed me to take ideas back to participants for their confirmation or
to refine and build on my categories based on the extent to which participants indicated
they fit their experience (Charmaz, 2006). In addition, after memo writing and initial
coding, I used the Alasuutari (as cited in Charmaz, 2006) method to find out more about
something it seemed I overlooked or under-analyzed the first time around. I followed up
with these participants and probed specifically about actions they had implied in their
interviews but had not specifically spoken.
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Sampling and Data Collection
In keeping with CGT methodology, I did not identify a specific sample audience
for this research. Initially, and because I did not know my categories ahead of time, I
used a combination of convenience case and snowball sampling. Convenience case
sampling allowed me to establish interviews with people working in separate mixed-birth
generation environments (for-profit and non-profit higher education, public K-12
education, and for-profit business) and to whom I had convenient access to collect my
initial data (Creswell, 2007; Rounds, 2009). These initial interviews were transcribed,
coded and I wrote some preliminary memos where very early categories emerged. Two
additional sampling strategies I used were snowball and theoretical sampling. Snowball
sampling consisted of referrals from participants already interviewed (Creswell, 2007;
Rounds, 2009); theoretical samples were people I chose who I thought could provide
information-rich, pertinent data to corroborate or challenge categories and help further
develop my emerging theory. I used both snowball and theoretical sampling strategies
throughout the remainder of my research until I reached theoretical saturation and
nothing new was surfacing (Charmaz, 2006).
My communication with prospective participants was straightforward, outlining
the purpose of the study, the process and their role if they accepted it. Appendix A is a
letter of recruitment I used to invite participation in my initial convenience sampling
phase, Appendix B is the snowball sampling request letter I used, and a letter of request
to participate as part of theoretical sampling is in Appendix C. I used a screening guide
(Appendix D) to determine if participants truly met my criteria and interviews were
guided by the questions outlined in Appendix E. Finally, I also used a different interview
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guide for theoretical sampling participant interviews (Appendix F). I provided a consent
form to all my participants at the beginning of their interview. I walked through the
consent form with them, which outlined the background, procedures, risks and benefits of
participating in the study and explained the voluntary nature of their participation. The
consent form also explained there was no compensation for their participation, that
information about the data collected from them, including their name and organization,
would be kept in confidence and not disclosed in the final research report. All
participants willingly signed the consent form and indicated both an understanding of
their role in the study and their consent to participate.
Analysis
I recorded and transcribed participant interviews, followed the transcription with
memo writing about what I had heard and then proceeded with initial and ultimately more
focused coding of each transcript. I returned to each data set four times for complete
analysis. To each transcript I first assigned gerunds to action statements, then identified
initial themes and codes for the same statements, then more focused codes and finally
theoretical codes. In some cases, I returned to the field for participant member checking,
looking for confirmation of categories and developing theory in terms of their fit with
participant experience. I took great care with this process, being ever mindful of
theoretical sensitivity and not imposing my preconceived ideas and theories directly upon
the data (Charmaz, 2006). For example, at one point early in the process I was persuaded
that the emergent theory was centered on technology use in the workplace. However,
since technology had played a key role in my professional and personal life, I backed
away from this preliminary theory thinking I likely imposed it on my data. As it turned
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out, I had; technology was certainly a theme but only a small part of the theory grounded
in the data collected in this research.
Gerunds and Initial Coding
In these two coding phases, I stuck close to the data and watched for actions in
each data segment rather than apply pre-existing categories. Charmaz (2006)
recommended that the best way to do this initial coding was to work fast and
spontaneously, assigning gerund descriptors and making sure the codes fit the data rather
than the other way around. I worked in this manner through all of my interviews, a supply
of sharpened pencils always at the ready. This is the phase where I was also particularly
attentive to remaining open to the data and what they had to offer.
Focused Coding
This coding phase resulted in codes that were more directed, selective and
conceptual than the initial coding. It was the phase when I began to make decisions about
initial coding that made the most sense for categories. It was also the phase when I again
checked for preconceptions I had about the topic at hand (such as the technology theory I
mentioned earlier), and eventually was prepared for unexpected ideas to emerge. Such
was the case, for example, with my participant stories that on one hand told of stereotypethinking behaviors and, on the other, behaviors that challenged stereotype thinking.
Charmaz warned that I should be prepared in this phase to feel like I had to go back to the
data over and over again; this was, indeed, my experience and it was the constant
emergent-comparison process (2006) that Charmaz described.
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Axial Coding
In this coding phase, things began to take shape. At this point, I was able to begin
connecting categories and sub-categories that had surfaced in the initial and focused
coding stages and further synthesize that connection through category dimension and
property identification (Strauss & Corbin, 1997). It is the phase where my core
category—the category to which all others pointed—emerged.
Theoretical Coding
In this final coding phase, I was able to corroborate, challenge or support my
emergent theory through the theoretical sampling process. I created an additional
interview guide focused on my developing theory and used it to test the experiences of
my theoretical sampling participants. This was also the phase when I realized that the
constructivist grounded theory process, when trusted, really does work.
Memo Writing
I wrote memos in some form following interviews, or interview transcription, or
initial coding. I began writing memos with the first interview and the memo-writing
process became more meaningful as my research progressed. Ideas flowed from each
interview; I wrote formal memos, informal memos, scraps-of-paper memos, and stickynote memos. Charmaz (2006) described this tool as a form of free writing. It was an
opportunity for me to stop and think about the data I had collected, develop my voice as
the writer, spark additional ideas that sent me back to the field to explore, and helped me
connect surfacing categories or discover gaps between and among them. Memo writing in
my experience complemented all four coding phases.
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Researcher Preconceptions
As mentioned in chapter five, my own preconceptions earned their way into my
analysis. While I applied theoretical concepts from my own experience and practice, I
ensured that they worked with the data I had gathered and my codes were generated from
them (rather than the other way around). Charmaz (2006) provided some recommended
safeguards against imposing my own preconceptions, so throughout the analysis process,
I asked questions like: “Do my preconceptions help me understand what the data
indicate? If yes, how? Can I interpret this segment of data without my preconceptions?
What do my preconceptions add to the interpretation?” (p. 68) These questions were
particularly helpful to keep in mind while synthesizing the dimensions and properties of
major categories during the axial coding phase of my research.
Coding Cautions
Charmaz (2006) also cautioned to watch carefully during the coding process for
too general a level of coding that identified topics rather than actions and processes,
overlooked how people construct actions and processes, gave attention to my own
personal concerns rather than participant concerns, or coded out of context and used
codes to summarize but not to analyze. It took a couple rounds of coding before I got this
right—my initial coding sweeps were very general, reflected my own personal concerns
and were clearly out of context. With this caution in my head, I was able to practice and,
ultimately, became successful with the CGT coding process. Likewise, Charmaz (2006)
provided guidelines for writing memos, which became in some instances a record of my
research and analytic process. These guidelines included writing from the very beginning
to help with data analysis early in the process. While my own memo-writing was likely
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more eclectic than what Charmaz shared, I achieved my memo writing goal as a way to
move coding from initial to more focused and ultimately to a core category. Finally,
theoretical saturation prompted me to stop (even when I did not want to) when new data
no longer sparked additional insight that I could use in developing theory.
Data Storage and Participant Protection
Audiotapes of interviews were kept in a cabinet in my home office until I
personally transcribed the interview and re-recorded with the next interview. Transcripts
were stored in a file on my home computer (to which only I had access) and backed up to
an external hard drive in my home office. Although all participants were assigned a
pseudonym for readability, research findings do not disclose participant names or their
organizations. As I promised my participants, organizations are described in the research
findings in general terms and participants, while identified demographically, are referred
to in the findings only through the use of an assigned pseudonym.
Delimitations
The boundaries of this study are Midwest organizations in the United States with
at least three generations of employees working together toward accomplishing shared
tasks or common organization goals.
Limitations
The Midwest is culturally different from other regions of the United States;
theories that surface for this region may not be relevant to workplaces in other regions of
the United States. Human behavior is shaped by the experiences they have with the social
forces around them; not all people share the same experiences. Immigrants to the
Midwest, for example, do not share the American generational history that was at the
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heart of the generational descriptors that prompted this research. Further, the subjects in
this study did not share the same experiences and interpreted their respective experiences
in their workplaces differently. Therefore, the concepts and theory that surfaced as a
result of their participation in this study are not meant to be applicable to other
workplaces in the Midwest or elsewhere. Participant shared experiences were interpreted
by the researcher and, therefore, influenced by the researcher. I do not claim neutrality or
objectivity as the researcher; my experience admittedly influenced the study and my
interpretation was not expected to be exact. In fact,“… the very understanding gained
from the theory rests on the theorist’s interpretation of the studied phenomenon”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 126).
Assumptions
I assumed that study participants were members of mixed-birth generation
workplaces and had experienced interactions with people in at least two generations other
than their own in working toward a common organizational goal. I also assumed that an
agreement to participate in the study meant participants were willing to share their
experiences in a truthful and forthright manner. I believed Constructivist Grounded
Theory (CGT) was the best methodology to surface theory in this context. My initial
questions were crafted to initiate conversation; my probe questions were effective in
going deeper. The analysis sequence described in this chapter surfaced a theory that was
grounded in participant voices and actions, fit with the problem under study, and was
meaningfully relevant to the studied behavior (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Chapter four
describes the data collection and analysis process in more detail and explains how the
grounded theory for this research surfaced through that analysis.

59
CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
A mixed birth generation workplace, by this study’s definition, is an American
workplace composed of people who work together and represent a broad range of
experience with life, work, skills and abilities. This diversity stems simply from a
collective of individual employee chronological age and seniority or experience
(professional and personal) within that particular workplace. The mix is a perspectiverich environment that could enhance or inhibit workplace productivity and performance.
On one hand, learning opportunities could flourish along with productivity and
performance; on the other, a work group closed to each other’s experience and
knowledge based on assumption and bias about birth generations could compromise
productivity and performance. For example, the broad knowledge that comes with such
generational diversity—some knowledge required by the industry and naturally acquired
over time by older employees (such as legacy, organization history, complex business
processes); some newly required by the industry and which naturally accompany younger
employees (such as technology, teamwork and change management)—can be leveraged
to the organization’s benefit. Conversely, faulty assumptions of one kind or another about
a generation’s knowledge can create barriers that become an organization’s detriment.
Model Development
The data collected for this study showed that an organization that promoted
learning from, communicating with, and mentoring people of any age, and has recruited,
hired and developed people who have keen self-awareness and avoid perpetuating
stereotypes within that culture can break down those barriers. As described in this study,

60
such a workplace was one that cultivates a Fostering Work Climate and was, as a result,
free from the generational stereotypes that could impede its productivity and
performance.
Participant Profile
To identify behaviors that could either contribute or become barriers to creating a
stereotype-free mixed birth generation workplace, I explored the experiences of 18
people in four generations as defined by Strauss & Howe (1991; 2000) and mentioned in
chapters one and two. Table 4.1 illustrates that people currently aged 68-85 in the sample
were categorized as the Silent Generation, the generation just after them in the sample
were aged 50-67 and categorized as Baby Boomers, the Generation X category was
composed of people 29-49 at the time of the study, and the youngest generation in the
workplaces sampled for the study was the Millennial, aged 8-28 (although no one under
21 was interviewed). Table 4.1 also describes key sociopolitical conditions in place for
that generation and the number of study participants representing that generation.
The initial sample for study participants (Charmaz, 2006) was based on my
professional network and convenient access (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I identified eight
people who met the required criteria in that they worked on a day-to-day basis with
people who belonged to at least two generations other than their own. All eight accepted
my email invitation (see Appendix A) to participate in the study. Through snowball
sampling (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008), I identified five others who also met the criteria
and who accepted my email invitations (see Appendix B) to participate in the study. I
identified the last six participants (one of which was also in the convenience sample) as
people who worked in an environment that I interpreted to foster growth and
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Table 4.1
Strauss & Howe (1991) Generational Descriptors, Sociopolitical Conditions, and
Number Represented in Study
Age
Range

Generation
Descriptor

Sociopolitical Conditions

Number
in Study

68-85

Silent
Generation

Experienced great depression and
WWII as children, civil rights
movement as adults, Disney movies,
McCarthyism, Sputnik, Kennedy
inaugurated, young adults with
middle-aged values

2

Experienced Vietnam, sexual
revolution, women’s movement,
Kennedy and King assassinations,
Apollo moon landing, 1960s counterculture, Hippie subculture, free
speech, Kent State massacres,
Woodstock, race riots, Watergate
scandal.

4

Experienced birth control, climbing
abortion, divorce, teen suicide, rise of
mass media, end of Cold War,
Challenger explosion, Persian Gulf
war, MTV, Roe v Wade, surge in
military enlistments and gang
killings, bad-child films popular, antidrug crusade.

9

Experienced decline in abortion,
divorce, family values focus,
information age, anti-drug/smoke,
increased educational goals, end of
bad-child films, Disney movies
return, infant-child nurture emphasis,
treated as precious and protected.

3

Parents: Lost
and GI
50-67

Baby Boomer
Generation
Parents: GI and
Silent
Generation

29-49

Generation X
Parents: Silent
Generation and
Baby Boomer

8-28

Millennial
Generation
Parents: Baby
Boomer and
Generation X
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development. They accepted my email invitation (see Appendix C) and became members
of my theoretical sample (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss,
2008), a key component to this grounded theory research. I used an interview guide for
theoretical sampling participants (see Appendix F) and a combination of Albas and Albas
and Alasuutari strategies for member checking (as cited in Charmaz, 2006) with five
participants from my convenience sample population and, by way of the theoretical
sampling interview guide, with everyone in the theoretical sample. In some cases, I asked
for clarification; in others I affirmed the theory development direction.
Study participants included seven males and 11 females, ranged in chronological
age from 21 (the youngest Millennial) to 72 (the oldest Silent Generation) and
represented a broad industry spectrum that included for-profit and not-for-profit
healthcare, for-profit and not-for-profit higher education, K-12 public education and forprofit business. Tenure in their respective organizations ranged from one year to over 40
and the length of time they were employed in the American workforce from three to over
50 years. Eleven study participants had supervisors who belonged to a generation before
their own, three had supervisors in their same generation, and four had supervisors in a
generation younger than theirs. One participant’s supervisor was her organization’s
board, and represented four generations including her own. Six participants supervised
people in all four generations, four supervised three generations that excluded people in
the Silent Generation, one supervised only people in the Silent Generation, and seven
participants had no supervision responsibilities. Table 4.2 provides further demographic
information about the study population, their generation with a corresponding first-
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character pseudonym assigned to them, their gender, their employment and framework
for their workplace situations.
Table 4.2
Participant Generation and Sample, Pseudonym, Employment Demographics and
Workplace Framework
Participant
Generation
& Sample
Silent
Convenience
Theoretical

Pseudonym
& Gender

Industry
Type

Length of
Service

Generation
Supervised

Supervisor
Generation

Steven
Male

For Profit
Higher
Education

10-15
years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Not for
Profit
Private
Higher
Education
Not for
Profit
Private
Higher
Education

20 plus
years

All

Baby
Boomer

20 plus
years

NA

Millennial

Baby
Betsy
Boomer
Female
Convenience

Public K-12
Education

10-15
years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Baby
Bonnie
Boomer
Female
Convenience

Not for
Profit
Private
Higher
Education
Not for
Profit
Higher
Education

20 plus
years

All

Baby
Boomer

1-3 years

Silent

Millennial

For Profit
Business

4-6 years

Baby
Boomer
Gen X
Millennial

Gen X

Silent
Stanton
Convenience Male

Baby
Brenda
Boomer
Female
Convenience

Baby
Boomer
Snowball

Barbara
Female

Gen X
Snowball

Garrison
Male
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Gen X
Snowball

Galen
Male

For Profit
Business

7-9 years

Baby
Boomer
Gen X
Millennial

Baby
Boomer

Gen X
Glenna
Convenience Female

Public K-12
Education

10-15
years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Gen X
Gail
Convenience Female

Not for
Profit
Private K-12
Education

10-15
years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Gen X
Theoretical
Gen X
Theoretical

Gretchen
Female
Grace
Female

For Profit
Business
For Profit
Health Care

7-9 years

All

10-15
years

All

Gen X
Theoretical

Greta
Female

7-9 years

All

Gen X
Theoretical

Garth
Male

Not for
Profit Health
Care
Not for
Profit
Higher
Education

Baby
Boomer
Silent
Baby
Boomer
Gen X
Baby
Boomer

10-15
years

Baby
Boomer
Gen X
Millennial

Baby
Boomer

Gen X
Theoretical

Gabbie
Female

Not for
Profit
Higher
Education

4-6 years

Baby
Boomer
Gen X
Millennial

Baby
Boomer

Millennial
Snowball

Mackenzie
Female

4-6 years

All

Gen X

Millennial
Snowball

Max
Male

Not for
Profit
Higher
Education
Not for
Profit
Higher
Education

1-3 years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Not for
Profit
Higher
Education

7-9 years

NA

Baby
Boomer

Millennial
Miles
Convenience Male

65
Data Collection
I conducted face-to-face interviews with the first two people in my convenience
sample and was surprised in both cases by both their responses and lack of response. I
became concerned about participant objectivity and made four changes to my data
collection plan as a result. First, I removed any reference to the words stereotype or
stereotyping in my email invitation, consent form and interview guide as I thought their
use might compromise candid participant response. Second, my first two participants
asked for clarification about workplaces described as inter-generational. With their
feedback, I changed inter-generational as a descriptor to mixed-birth generation. This
seemed to be a good decision; subsequent participants had no questions about its
definition. Third, in addition to removed reference to the words stereotype and
stereotyping in my interview guide, I changed the order of my interview questions. I was
interested to know if participants had read any of the popular literature on managing
generations in the workplace or if they had attended any conferences or workshops on the
subject. I initially posed this question early in the interview in line with my initial guide.
In subsequent interviews, I asked this question later in the process with hope that it would
increase authentic response through a participant’s lens rather than one I had
inadvertently suggested was professionally popular. Finally, I had some concern that in a
face-to-face interview my obvious baby boomer status might influence participants who
did not know me. Again, to increase authentic and candid participant responses, I chose
to conduct telephone rather than face-to-face interviews with these people.
I asked participants to share stories about what it was like to work in a mixed
birth-generation workplace on a daily basis, about times when things went really well and
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not so well for them in a mixed work group, about behaviors (in themselves and others)
that helped them get their work done together and those which seemed to get in the way. I
also asked them to share stories about times when they learned from others or taught
others in their mixed birth generation workplace and whether or not their perceptions
changed as a result of those experiences. I asked participants about their familiarity with
popular literature on managing generations in the workplace or their attendance at
conferences or workshops on the topic and if what they had read or heard was consistent
with their own experience. Finally, I wrapped up my interviews and asked participants to
share their perspectives on the practice of American stereotyping in general–where they
thought it came from, how they thought it was sustained and the impact they felt it had
(or not) on their workplace in the context of generational stereotyping. This turned out to
be an excellent way to end our time together; as I will discuss in chapter five, the power
of the discussion in response to this particular question had, in some cases, the impact of
an individual Organization Development (OD) intervention.
Data Analysis: Initial Coding
Consistent with Grounded Theory methodology and guided by Charmaz’ (2006)
constructivist methods, I transcribed, coded and wrote memos following my interviews.
Initial coding began with the Charmaz-recommended (2006) method of using gerunds to
help focus on actions in participant responses. I developed a quick-reference list of 20
gerunds and moved quickly through the participant transcripts, assigning action
descriptions to each transcribed paragraph. As the number of interview transcripts grew,
so did the list of gerunds. Over time, gerunds came more easily to mind and referring to
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the list while coding responses became unnecessary. Table 4.3 shows my cumulative list
of gerunds used in initial coding of the first seven participant interviews.
Table 4.3
Initial Gerunds Assigned to Transcript Paragraphs
Action Gerunds A-E
Admitting
Affirming
Anticipating
Applauding
Appreciating
Assessing
Assigning
Assuming
Attributing
Avoiding
Believing
Bringing
Capturing
Cautioning
Celebrating
Comparing
Complementing
Concluding
Considering
Contextualizing
Controlling
Coping
Creating
Defending
Deferring
Describing
Determining
Doubting
Encouraging
Enjoying
Evaluating

Action Gerunds F-Q
Explaining
Focusing
Forgetting
Fostering
Generalizing
Giving
Having
Holding
Identifying
Ignoring
Imprinting
Including
Individualizing
Interpreting
Judging
Justifying
Keeping
Learning
Limiting
Living
Looking
Maintaining
Making
Managing
Matching
Meeting
Minimizing
Observing
Parenting
Perceiving
Perpetuating

Action Gerunds R-W
Predicting
Projecting
Qualifying
Questioning
Recalling
Recognizing
Reducing
Reflecting
Relaying
Removing
Resenting
Responding
Seeing
Segregating
Sensing
Sharing
Shifting
Speculating
Stereotyping
Strategizing
Suggesting
Taking
Teaching
Telling
Transforming
Trusting
Understanding
Using
Viewing
Wanting
Wondering
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Data Analysis: Theme and Preliminary Model Development
Coding round one. In this first coding round, I hand-coded my transcripts,
paragraph-by-paragraph, using pencil to quickly assign gerund descriptors to participant
responses. I reviewed and combined gerund descriptors with commonalities in my
memos and notes and interpreted nine themes from the mix: 1) generational assumptions,
2) nurturing workplace, 3) perception management, 4) supervisor as parent, 5)
contextualizing current with past, 6) perpetuating generational stereotypes, 7) technology
skill gap, 8) self-reflection and 9) stereotyping. I wrote memos about each theme and then
more closely examined their properties and dimensions using Strauss’ coding rules of
thumb (1987). As shown in Figure 4.1, I hung newsprint around my workroom walls and
noted the sociological impact, interactions and consequences for each theme as they
applied to mixed-birth generation workplaces. Over a period of days, I added thoughts to
the wall map, further synthesizing what I wrote in my memos and read in my transcripts.

Figure 4.1 Wall map of initial nine themes and solitary synthesis.

69
I continued to write memos on the themes, which helped considerably in both the
coding process and in chapter five’s discussion. But, I felt the theme synthesis could be
stronger if I captured perspectives other than mine. I left the scribbled newsprint hanging
on my workroom walls and invited family and friends to add to or comment on the
topics. Their questions lead to more discussion and more synthesis. As illustrated in
Table 4.4, the combined results reflected valuable perspectives on each theme.
Table 4.4
Theme Synthesis
Theme

Synthesis

Generational
Assumptions

Dimensions
• Different than I at their age
• They’re stuck in the past
• Older teacher; younger learn

Interactions
• I don’t understand why you don’t
understand
• Why do we have to do it this
way?
• You’re too young/old to get it
Nurturing
Workplace

Dimensions
• Care, advancement, safe harbor
• Individualized, developmental
• Understanding, comfort
• Holistic, friendly, familial
• Coaching, encouraging
• Older teach; younger learn;
younger teacher, older learn
• “Home” connotation

Sociological Impact
• Work ethic
perspectives
• Generalizing
population
• Age influences what
we hear
• Age perceptions
become noise in
communication
Consequences in
Workplace
• Disconnect
• Declining morale
• Marginalization
• Divisive
Sociological Impact
• Authenticity,
engaged
• Strengths based,
feedback
• Trust, respect, young
and old
• Pride, accountability
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Interactions
•
•
•
•
Perception
Management

Dimensions
• Self image/other image
• Expectations (living up to)
• Stereotype of complete knowledge
• Power shifts
• Position related to relationships
• Old reporting to young
• Older learn; younger teach
Interactions
•
•
•
•
•
•

Supervisor as
Parent

Parent-child relationships
Teacher-student relationships
Coach-player relationships
Diminishes technology gap

Top-down
Inauthentic – role playing
I’m the boss; you’re not
Come to me for answers
Questioning or doubting answers
We’ve always done it this way.

Dimensions
• Role playing, entitlement
• Expectations of each other
• Forgiving, caring
• Disciplinary, developmental
• Stereotyped
• Experience with good, bad, or
absent parent/child influences

Consequences in
Workplace
• Past linked to
present
• Mistakes are
learning
opportunities
• Conflict embraced
Sociological Impact
• Fear, paranoia
• Apathy
• Mistakes (hidden)
• Stagnant,
homogeneous
culture
Consequences in
Workplace
• Inflexible processes
• Glass ceiling
• No place to go
• Closed to trying
anything new
• Relax and enjoy
when no role to
play
• Compromises
ability for friends at
work
• Authoritarian
management
• No learning;
suppressed learning
• Top-down control
• Authoritarian
Sociological Impact
• Everyone assumes
role of either parent
or child
• Older teach;
younger learn
• Older higher
positions; younger
lower; no
movement

71
Interactions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Telling, scolding, guiding
Seeking approval or permission
Fear, seeking attention
Micro-managing, praise seeking
Intimidation, resentment
Acting-out, rebellion
Disciplinary, permissive,
Supportive, encouraging

Contextualizing Dimensions
Current with
• Comparing current experience or
knowledge to past
Past
• Justifying perception based on
years experience
• Assuming past not progressive
• Past not valued
• Now is best
Interactions
• Antagonistic
• Not genuine
• Dismissive

Perpetuating
Generational
Stereotypes

Dimensions
• Popular articles, books, workshops
• Professional workshops
• Behavior, assumptions
• Background, upbringing
• Relationships
• First hand experience, conclusions

Consequences in
Workplace
• Relative to personal
experience
• Good, bad, absent
parent
• Good, bad absent
child
• Gap in mutual
respect
• Assumptions
(faulty)
• Conflict suppressed
or avoided
• Growth is slowed
• Fear or no fear
• Performance varies
Sociological Impact
• Power shift –
younger may now
be boss
• Younger may now
have more
knowledge
• Decreased value of
legacy; increased
value of legacy
Consequences in
Workplace
• Not learning from
past; repeat
mistakes
• Decreased legacy
value
• Distorted value of
legacy
• Lost organization
history
Sociological Impact
• Divisive, box in
• Artificial barriers
• Faulty assumptions
• Helps make sense
of the world
• Justify not changing
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Interactions

Technology
Skill Gap

• Advertising
• Social gatherings
• Social media
• Self talk
Dimensions
• Digital native, digital immigrant
• Gap = disadvantage
• Skill = advantage
• Fear, vulnerability
• Teaching, learning
• 24 x 7 support expectations
• Needy people (time consuming)
• Efficiency – required tools
• Increase or decrease in
productivity
• Peer influence, change
• Hand-eye coordination for older
• Eyesight/visual ability for older
• Gen X are aging; special setup
requirements may become norm
rather than exception

Interactions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Need your help; don’t have time
Condescending—have you
turned on machine?
I don’t want to; tell me instead
Not every problem solved with
Technology can save time
I can do myself with technology
You spend too much time with
Lost social skills because of
Embarrassed, can’t see screen

Consequences in
Workplace
• Perpetuates
stereotyping
Sociological Impact
• Threatened,
Defensive People
• Denial (re:
knowledge)
• Inauthentic
communication
• Think I’m stupid
• Think I’m a geek
• Distort self
importance; I know
technology, you
need me
• Roles, status
changes; key board
skills was clerical,
now requirement
• Older status
symbols gone
• Organization
meetings virtual
• Experienced and
all-knowing now
vulnerable and
dependent
• Faster pace, Multitasking
Consequences in
Workplace
• Technology driving
change; keep up;
speed up
• Changing roles and
responsibility &
compensation
structures
• Frustration, power
• Jealousy, position
eliminations
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Self Reflection

Stereotyping

Dimensions
• Strengths, Weaknesses, Abilities
• Passions, Hot buttons
• Connected with past
• Learning from past
• Inability to reflect on pass
• Inability to recognize above
• Avoid self reflection
• Admit mistakes
• Cannot admit mistakes
• Blaming others
• Taking responsibility
• Taking ownership
• Or not

Sociological Impact
• Measure of good
leadership
• Good/bad model
• Personal growth
and development
• Maturation process
• Emotional
Intelligence
(high, low)
• Culture
development,
challenge status quo
or leave well
enough alone
• Self confidence
• Collaboration skills
Interactions
Consequences in
Workplace
• I’m good at; I’m not so good at
• Emotional
• I am passionate about my work
Intelligence issues
• I am in control of my emotions
• Stereotyping (or
• I am not in control of my emotions
not)
• I repeat history (or not)
• Functional or
• It’s not my fault; it’s their fault
dysfunctional teams
• It is not my job; It is my job
• Hierarchical or
• I can support, I can help
collaborative
• I don’t have the time
decision making
• Inclusive or
exclusive cultures
• Commitment,
loyalty or lack of
Sociological Impact
Dimensions
• Ethnic, Gender, Age
• Sweeping
• Socioeconomic
generalizations
• Status, Position
• Unexamined
assumptions
• Divided populations
• Justified, excused
behavior
• Perpetuates
stereotype
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Interactions
• Language is “they and them”
• Lack of diversity, inclusion
• People feel marginalized and set
apart
• People don’t feel they belong
• Closed discussions
• Closed minds

Consequences in
Workplace
• Homogenous teams
and organizations
• Decisions, opinions
lack diversity
• Lost ideas,
momentum, energy
• Status quo
maintained
• Low morale, low
retention
• Haves and havenots
• Homogeneous
organization
perpetuated

Coding round two. The outcome of this exercise facilitated a second round of
coding in which I examined the properties and dimensions of my nine themes through
focused coding. The result was seven major categories: 1) self-awareness, 2)
stereotyping, 3) communication, 4) learning, 5) mentoring and coaching, 6) technology
and 7) fostering workplace with associated behaviors in each. I returned to the transcripts
and assigned one of the seven categories to action descriptors for each paragraph of the
transcript and an abbreviation for the behavior code within that category. Figure 4.2
shows a rough, hand-drawn preliminary model, which suggested structure for how the
data seemed complementary between and among categories. At this point in the model
development, behaviors seemed to flow into and out of one another, creating a circular
movement of behaviors that I interpreted as all contributing to the seventh category,
fostering workplace. Fostering workplace became the core category of my model; at this
point in my analysis, I had not yet considered barrier behaviors as part of the model.
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Figure 4.2. Rough, preliminary, hand-drawn model.
Coding round three. In this axial coding round, I renamed fostering workplace to
Fostering Work Climate and separated variant behaviors between those that contributed
to creating a Fostering Work Climate (contributors) and those that detracted from its
creation (barriers). Pencil codes were transferred to the electronic version of my
participant transcripts, the pertinent participant text and action descriptors highlighted in
yellow (contributor or neutral) or red (potential barrier), category codes and behavior
abbreviations transferred and a determination made as to whether or not the behavior was
a contributor or barrier to creating a Fostering Work Climate. Contributor behaviors were
noted in green; barrier behaviors noted in red. Table 4.5 provides a sample page from one
coded participant transcript and reflects concepts from this coding round.
Coding round four. Theoretical coding was my fourth and final round. This
coding round fully integrated categories, resulted in theoretical saturation (Charmaz,
2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss, 1987) and confirmed the core category to which
all others pointed, Fostering Work Climate.
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Table 4.5
Sample Excerpts of Coded Transcript Reflecting Third Coding Round Concepts
Raw Data
B So, we have
people talking
about
retirement, we
have people
having babies,
we have people
getting married,
we have people .
. . you know, it’s
amazing. And,
you know, to try
and engage all
different levels
in a political
conversation
and what
people’s views
are and
how these young
kids . . . and how
their views of
politics are very
narrow and . . .
and you know,
they haven’t
even paid
enough taxes yet
to even see how
something
would impact
them.

Gerunds/Actions
Celebrating &
honoring life
passages with
others in
workplace

Assessing
younger
generation’s
perspectives as
narrow
compared to
their own &
older

Assuming
greater insight
with age
Assuming lack of
insight in
younger

Suggesting that
generational
diversity creates

Initial
Categories
Fostering
workplace

Focused Codes
Barrier/Contributor
Fostering humor &
fun, appreciation,
diversity,
relationship &
inclusion
Leadership for
above
Contributors

Perpetuating Identifying younger
generational with children
assumptions Using age‐
descriptive
language when
referencing
population
Perpetuating
stereotyping Using stereotype‐
perpetuating
language when
referencing
population

Fostering
workplace

Perceiving
behaviors (positive
or negative) as
stereotypical
Barriers
Fostering
appreciation,
collaboration &
inclusion, learning,
growth &
development,

It was also in this coding round that I separated categories and behaviors into two
category types: 1) personal development factors included personal behaviors around
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stereotyping and self awareness; and 2) organization culture factors included
organization-supported behaviors around communication, learning, mentoring and
coaching and technology. Subsequent transcript coding reflected these two category types
in the context of contributing or barrier behaviors in addition to gerund, initial categories,
focused categories and whether or not the behavior category contributed to the core.
Table 4.6 provides sample excerpts from a coded transcript that reflects concepts from
this final coding round.
Data Analysis: A Theory Emerges
Participants told their stories about when things went well in their workplaces,
and I interpreted consistency in personal development factor and organization culture
factor behaviors as they related to the core category in some way. This suggested to me
that these two category types were necessary to create and sustain a Fostering Work
Climate. Further, when participants shared their experiences about when things did not go
well, I interpreted their responses as barrier behaviors in both organization culture factors
and personal development factors that could daily compromise the creation and
sustenance of a Fostering Work Climate. Grounded in participant data, Figure 4.3
illustrates the emergent theoretical model and shows how contributing and barrier
behaviors pointed to and overlapped with my two contributing (and barrier) factor
groups, the six categories within them, multiple behaviors within the six categories, and
the core category, Fostering Work Climate. I share more detail in the pages that follow
about each of the 12 contributing and barrier categories within each factor group, the
behaviors within them and how through participant data they are related to each other and

78
Table 4.6
Sample Page of Coded Transcript Reflecting Fourth Coding Round Concepts
Raw Data
P Yes, I’ve worked with,
um, several older people
and one I supervise and,
um, I find that they have
humor and they don’t
take themselves quite as
seriously and we can get
wound up about certain
things they can look at it
with a better
perspective and have a
little bit more of a, um, a
better overview… Less
reactive.
P Um, I did. I found that
being a woman was
very challenging . . . still,
even, you know . . . and
I’ve, and back then I
really felt that we were
very much liberated 60,
70s you know how that
goes. And, um, yes,
there were people that
helped me along the
way who encouraged…
And, so . . . and I think I
want to be a person like
that. And, I try to be a
person like that.

Gerunds
(Actions)

Initial
Categories

Appreciating
relaxed
confidence of
older

Perpetuating
stereotyping

Creating
openness to
learning from
them
Appreciating
more
balanced
perspective of
older
Wanting to
Mentoring
pay it forward Coaching
when it comes
to mentoring
and
encouraging
others

Self
awareness

Focused Codes
Personal/Org/Core
Contributor/Barrier
Perceiving positive
or negative
behaviors as
generational or
stereotypical rather
than individual
Potential Personal
Barrier

Teaching older,
younger, same
Helping to change
their future
Creating mutual trust
& respect
Sharing knowledge
and experience
Organization
Contributor
Transformational
experience
Identifying with
situation
Increased self
understand
Confidence
Authenticity
Walks their talk
Personal Contributor

Figure 4.3. How do organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth

generation workplaces?

!

!

Organization Culture Barriers

Technology Distortion

Unwilling to Mentor or
Coach

Unwilling to Learn

Poor Communication

Technology

Mentoring/Coaching

Learning

Communication

Contributing Organization Culture Factors

** Formal & informal programs for above
** Leadership & accountability for above

1. Understanding & patience
2. Learning, growth & development
3. Strengths-based appreciation,
collaboration, inclusion
4. Reward & recognition
5. Relationship & diversity
6. Humor and fun
7. Clear mission aligned with personal values
8. Mission-driven action
9. Team-based operational structure
10. Employees take ownership &
responsibility

Demonstrates

Fostering Work Climate

Other

Gender

Stereotyping

Generational Assumptions

Self Awareness

Contributing Personal Development Factors

Perpetuating
Stereotyping

Personal Barriers

Compromised Self
Awareness
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to the core category. Also shared in the following pages is how through participant
experiences, my theoretical model emerged to answer the research question: How do
organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed birth generation workplaces?
Contributing Personal Development Factors
Data analysis disclosed behaviors that actively contributed to two factors
important in a participant’s personal development. Both factors related to an individual’s
ability to contribute to an organization’s Fostering Work Climate: 1) self-awareness
(Figure 4.4) and 2) stereotyping (Figure 4.5). Although the behaviors within this factor
group are not necessarily sequential, there was some suggestion of sequential behavior
development (or lack of development) that ultimately contributed or became a barrier to
sustaining the Fostering Work Climate needed. Each factor seemed also to overlap in
critical ways with the other.
Self-awareness factor. In response to interview questions about collaboration,
learning and teaching, and more specifically, about times when participant perspectives
changed as a result of these activities, participant interviews disclosed five behaviors that
resulted from a transformational or trigger experience. As illustrated in Figure 4.4, I
interpreted participant stories as a sequential development process: 1) transformational
experience, 2) identified with current situation, 3) increased self understanding, 4)
confidence, 5) authenticity, 6) walked their talk. I characterized these behaviors as
reflecting self-awareness that contributed to the creation of a Fostering Work Climate.
For example, Brenda was a 30-year employee at a private college where she, consistent
with other baby boomer women, has historically reported to men. A few years back she
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chose to take a position in another department and found herself working on an allwomen team reporting to a boss who was not only two generations younger than she,

Contributing Personal
Development Factors

Transformational
1) experience
2) Identified with current situation
Increased under3) standing of self

Strengths
Limitations
Biases

Self Awareness

4) Confidence
5) Authenticity
Outcomes:

Fostering Work Climate

6) Walked their talk

Collaboration
Mutual respect
Influential

Figure 4.4. Contributing personal development factors, self-awareness.
but also a woman. A generationally mixed work group, Brenda was surprised by their
success together. She referred specifically to her younger boss and disclosed selfawareness of a gender bias.
I don’t know that I’m particularly proud of this, but I have some of my own
stereotypes around, um, particularly around gender. And, I don’t know what to do
about that except to fess up to it and do what I can. (Personal communication,
March 26, 2010)
I asked Brenda if she thought a different experience might change her perception. She
quickly responded,
I know it has right now in my life, big time. And, it has to do with working with
women. I had had experiences in my work life where, um, you wouldn’t even
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have to press me very hard for me to say that I would have always, most always,
preferred to work with men. So, yeah, the fact that here I am with five women and
doing really well, yeah. And we—we say that to each other. Yeah! (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
Proud of her current circumstances, Brenda repeatedly referred to her group’s successful
relationships with each other, and her increased self-confidence throughout her interview.
Her candid responses exemplified a resulting authenticity and overlapped with behaviors
in the stereotyping factor, which will be discussed later.
Bonnie, another Baby Boomer who directed the work of a large, mixed birthgeneration higher education enrollment staff, shared what for her was the
transformational experience of parenting and how it affected the way she supervised her
predominantly younger staff.
The older I get and the fact that I’ve been through this whole parenting thing has
helped me to actually understand and recognize some of that more than I did in
my earlier years. I process their [her younger staff] behavior based on
developmentally where they are in their own lives and then I can relate to where I
was in my own life and I’m very honest about where I was and I can look at
something they do and say, well that’s just ridiculous. And I think back to myself
at that age and I go, well, I would have done the exact same thing. And it’s
[parenting] actually made me more accepting and made me more of a teacher than
someone who criticizes them and says, what were you thinking that was just
dumb! Um, I almost look at them like, okay, if they were my kid and I wanted
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them to develop in the workplace, how would I handle this situation. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
Bonnie’s story suggested to me some sequential individual self-awareness development
that resulted from her experience as a parent; her response also indicated how that
development affected her workplace. Bonnie’s words indicated an ability to identify with
the current situation as well as an increased self-understanding, confidence and
authenticity. Bonnie further shared an experience that exemplified a walk-your-talk
behavior, which resulted in collaboration, mutual respect and an ability to be influential
in her workplace.
I was just talking to someone about this yesterday. I was saying that there are so
many lessons in life that you really can’t teach people. You can share with them,
um, some words of wisdom and their reaction will be one of, you know, disbelief
or I don’t think that’s true and then five or 10 years down the road when they
reach a certain developmental level, they will look back and say, oh now I know
what you meant, I totally get it. I get that all the time from people who leave here
who don’t understand why I push so hard and why it has to be perfect and why we
do what we do in the way that we do it and then they send me an email five years
later and go, now I get it. I’m a supervisor and now I get it. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
A transformation over time story comes from Steven, a 70-year-old faculty
member who has been in the workforce for over 50 years. He was now convinced that
collaboration was by far more successful than going it alone.
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I’ve been around long enough to know that the courses that we put together as
collaborative projects, that those projects no matter how much negotiation and
tradeoff you do—the end product is almost always superior to anything that I
could do by myself. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
A triggering transformative event in the self-awareness factor could be something as
simple as observed leadership and how some leaders responded in certain situations or
interacted with others around those situations. Glenna, who was chronologically a
member of Generation X but preferred to be identified with Baby Boomers, shared this
observation about her baby boomer supervisor.
She is a very positive, open and accepting person. So, depending on what it is—I
mean if you’re really looking to create a change sometimes it may take a few
efforts to get her to start considering or to get her to take the time to reflect on it
instead of doing a judgment thing on it. But, generally she is a very open, easy-toapproach person. She has realized that she tended to be, um, quick in her
decisions and judgments sometimes and then later came back after thinking about
it and, you know, suggesting she could be open to a new idea. (Personal
communication, December 29, 2009)
This observation was perhaps instrumental in moderating Glenna’s own behavior when
she collaborated in her workplace. For instance, she said,
I find myself, having to remind myself that—to stand back and to listen to all the
ideas and to make sure that I’m not speaking out too soon or too loudly because if
someone has an idea that they’re all excited about and, you know, that—okay,
been there, done that, tried that and it didn’t work, but you don’t want to squelch
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their enthusiasm or their input. But, sometimes, yeah, I definitely find myself
biting my tongue. (Personal communication, December 29, 2009)
Glenna’s transformation was perhaps further exemplified when she shared details about a
time when she learned something from someone younger than she in her workplace.
I think of one time we were going on a field trip and we had, you know, 75 fifth
graders in a bus and they were noisy and obnoxious and [her colleague], who is
one of the younger teachers, in a very kind, calm voice, got their attention, got
them settled down. And, I think the mom in me wanted to look at all of them and
just say [snapping her fingers], you know, come on [snapping her fingers], you
know better than that, you know how you should be behaving right now. So,
seeing that in action and that working so well is a surprise to me. (Personal
communication, December 29, 2009)
Both experiences had transformational properties that seemed to result in an increased
self-awareness and openness to learning from others in her organization who were both
older and younger than she. Glenna’s experiences also overlapped with behaviors in the
stereotyping factor.
Participants from the Millennial and Silent Generation populations shared similar
and, in some cases surprising, transformational experiences that influenced how they now
interacted with people in generations other than their own. For example, Mackenzie was
a three-year employee in a mixed birth generation workplace where she was the
youngest. As Mackenzie shared her experiences with me, she was confident, proud of her
accomplishments and did not easily give credit to others for her learning. However, she
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recounted her learning from a mentor-supervisor and expressed retention and application
of that learning as a surprise.
Sometimes if I’m ever frustrated with, like, how things are done, I think back to
[when she has learned from her boss-mentor] and, oh well this is just a different
way, they’re not going to work at this in the same way that I do and work with
people in the same way that I do, so it’s kind of like it’s an ah-hah moment…. I
feel kind of like I am learning from her and you know I’m kind of growing still.
(Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Miles, who shared Mackenzie’s generation but not her approach to work, expressed his
own transformation and resulting effectiveness in his organization within the context of
work experience.
I think it’s also, you know, kind of everything we’ve been talking about is all
based on presentation as well. You know, if I want to work with someone and
encourage them to learn or, you know, to get something out of it, I need to go into
it with an open and friendly attitude as opposed to a know-it-all attitude. It’s like I
think younger generations come across with the know-it-all attitude and I think
that’s a detriment. I think it’s something I’ve acquired over time. (Personal
communication, November 24, 2010)
Steven provided yet another over-time example of transformation that appeared to result
in increased self-understanding and contributed to a Fostering Work Climate. He recalled
how his teaching profession had dramatically changed in his career and how he had to
change with it in order to contribute to his own mixed birth generation organization.
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It seemed like learning was a much more verbal process than what we do now
where technology is an integrated essential in the learning process. And, so it
makes the relationship between faculty and learner radically different. When I
started teaching in ’62 I really was the sage on stage and I felt that it was my
responsibility to be the sage on stage. And, today it’s pretty radically different.
We are not the sage on stage and it’s just arrogant impudence that would keep us
there, any of us there, that learning today is really a collective process. It’s a
mutually dependent process. The learning process today to me is much more of a
village experience than it was when I started. (Personal communication,
November 24, 2010)
Stereotyping Factor. Figure 4.5 illustrates that a participant’s perspective on
stereotyping was also often triggered by some sort of transformational experience that
subsequently allowed them to break down their assumptions about generations, gender or
other stereotyping. That experience prompted them to question, avoid or test stereotyping
assumptions that they or others made in a given situation. In response to a question about
stereotypical perceptions of age that Americans bring to the mixed-birth generation
workplace, Steven shared how life itself was transformative for him and lead to behaviors
that no longer perpetuated long-held beliefs and stereotypes about age.
I used to think that people that were 70 years old were really old. When I was 25
years old, I thought, holy shit, these guys are almost dead. And be careful because
they could die just like that without any warning. I think it’s because of image.
You see an older person walking slower, stooped over and you make all kinds of
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unexamined assumptions about who they are, what they do, their values, what
they think, what they feel and we do the same thing with younger people. We
make all kinds of unexamined assumptions about that, like drivers: What do you
expect, he’s about 16 years old. So, those are easily manufactured, unexamined
assumptions that we judge people by and it’s learned habit, it isn’t anything else,
it’s learned habit. And, it’s only in our own experience that we begin breaking
that down. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)

Contributing Personal
Development Factors

Generational Assumptions

Transformational
1) experience

Stereotyping
Other

Gender

Breaking down (Question2) ing, Avoiding, Testing)
3) Challenging
Considering individu4) al context
5) Not perpetuating

Fostering Work Climate

Figure 4.5. Contributing personal factors, stereotyping
Steven built on his comments about age stereotyping and shared a transformational
experience that disclosed both a bias and a triggered change in his beliefs about another
popular American stereotype.
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Like, the number of gays and lesbians that work at [my organization]. It’s, I don’t
know, we’re probably 30 or 40% gay or lesbian and that may not be, it just seems
that way. And, I never had any personal contact. I never knew, or never thought I
knew anybody that was gay or lesbian until I got to [my organization]. And, there
was one young guy who’s a manager and, I mean, the guy is just a friggin’ genius.
And, somebody told me that he was gay. And, I said, awww he is not. And, then I
was told, yes he is, in fact we’re going to hire his partner. And his partner worked
for me. Well, I had a bias about gays and lesbians—not so much lesbians, but gay
men—and I thought I gotta get past this thing. And, holy crap, I mean, now the—
it’s immaterial that somebody—it doesn’t make any difference. But it took me
personally rubbing elbows with gays and lesbians to realize that their sexuality
has no material bearing on the quality of them as people, their skills, their values,
their contributions. It—I’ve—I went through a transformation. I’m glad I did,
because it really has enriched by life. (Personal communication, November 24,
2010)
While not all participant stories about transformational triggers and learning were
as dramatic as this example from Steven, all were equally pertinent to the study’s topic
and the self-awareness and resistance to stereotyping needed to contribute to a Fostering
Work Climate. Galen, a generation X manager at a for-profit business, shared a
transformative ah-hah moment that changed his perspective about the millennial
generation in his workplace. His transformation likely made him a better manager; his
experience easily flowed from the contributing stereotyping factor into the contributing
self-awareness factor.
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I find myself really having to practice situational leadership. I find myself, you
know, adjusting the way that I interact with folks, depending on—there’s [sic]
different things that are important to different folks, different priorities, different
approaches, different aptitudes with technology. I cannot allow myself to have a
one size fits all kind of leadership style or interaction style. Millennials [sic], I
guess, for sure are the ones that I find myself always being surprised by and it’s
more in terms of the style that I observe there in terms of, you know, what they
think is appropriate versus not. That probably sounds kind of strange, but for
instance, some of the Millennials [sic] I see it’s not as important, for instance, to
show up to work at the same time and it’s okay for a Millennial to in the middle
of the day, you know, be surfin’ on the internet and they don’t even—what I find
is they don’t even really think there’s anything other generations might frown
upon. So, at first my reaction, you know, is come on, focus here, but then
realizing that’s just kind of the way their minds work, maybe, is bouncing from
thing to thing and that spurs creativity sometimes. (Personal communication, May
6, 2010)
The acquired ability to publicly challenge stereotyping behaviors and to consider
individual context as an alternative resulted in not perpetuating stereotyping behaviors.
When participants adopted that perspective and partnered it with increased selfawareness, it contributed to sustaining a Fostering Work Climate. For example, in
response to generational categories and popular labeling in the American culture, Glenna
shared her perspective. Remember, Glenna’s age put her in Generation X, but she
preferred to be identified with Baby Boomers. She explained that preference and spoke
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about the influence that individual experiences had on people’s perspectives. While she
explained, a self-aware Glenna found herself in contradiction to an earlier generalization
she had made about what she described as the “I am the best” attitude of a younger
generation (personal communication, December 29, 2009).
I don’t think I do fit into that little mold there [referencing her generational birthyear divider]. I think because I have three older step sisters, because I am married
to someone who is older, that I have tended to spend more time with folks who
are Baby Boomers than with Generation Xers and because I’m right there on the
edge, too, of however that works out, that I probably have attributes from both of
those groups versus just one. I think a lot of your own personal experiences have
to influence [pause]—which is probably contrary to the whole idea that all these
younger people are better than anybody else, huh? [Laughter and pause]. But, I
guess a lot of it, you know, the way you were brought up, the people you’ve spent
time with, the experiences that you have has to play a whole lot more into who
you are and who you become than the year you were born. (Personal
communication, December 29, 2009)
Like Glenna, other participants also pointed to the importance of considering individual
behaviors rather than attribute them to an entire group. For example, Grace holds an
executive-level position in her mixed-birth generation organization and shared a
transformative trigger from what she originally considered an unlikely source—someone
who was three levels and a generation removed from her. The millennial employee,
buoyed by Grace’s encouraging words, unexpectedly stepped up to do a presentation to
the organization’s board of directors. In a note of appreciation, the employee shared with
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Grace how she had built on Grace’s encouraging words and had done more research on
an inspirational quote Grace had shared with her. Grace, she said, had helped create the
courage she needed to take action. This, of course, was Grace’s intention. In hindsight,
however, Grace shared a changed perspective.
The fact that she [the millennial employee] values what I say enough to go out
and do additional research on her time and talk to her husband about it, to be
courageous and step outside of her comfort zone, reminded me of the value and
the impact of my words and my actions and that authenticity and transparency has
to be there all the time. So, the learning for me was shifting my thinking—it was
about the fact that I learned from her.... Her willingness to be courageous also
helped me to remember to stay courageous. (Personal communication, September
12, 2010)
Grace’s transformational trigger resulted in not only a changed perception about
generational stereotyping but also positional stereotyping and reinforced the power of
authentic leadership and the importance of considering the individual rather than the
group with which they’re associated. Further in her interview, Grace shared an example
of how she had moved beyond generational categorization and contributed to her
Fostering Work Climate.
For me, having the multiple voices of different generations is really not relevant,
it’s more about what do they bring to the table related to their unique [individual]
strengths and whether they’re 28 or if they’re 62, as long as they’re doing the
things that contribute to the overall organization health and performance, that’s
the most important thing. And would they blend well with the current team to
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make it spiral up versus bringing some preconceived stereotypes that would make
it spiral down. (Personal communication, September 12, 2010)
All 18 participants shared stories of some transformational or trigger experience that
increased their self-awareness or helped them avoid perpetuating stereotypes and that
influenced their ability to contribute to the core category of a Fostering Work Climate.
On the other hand, all 18 participants also shared experiences that reflected potential
personal barrier factors to creating and sustaining such a workplace. Figures 4.6 and 4.7
illustrate these barrier factors.
Personal Barrier Factors
The data collected in this study pointed to personal barrier factors that were
opposite personal development factors in the participants’ workplaces. Figure 4.6
illustrates that juxtaposition for self-awareness.

I'm the boss, you don't tell
me I tell you
I've been in the workplace
longer than you, I know more
Perception Management

I am younger, hipper, faster and
smarter than you
I'm embarrassed to admit I
don't know this
You're old school; I'm bringing
fresh life and perspective

Compromised Self Awareness

Does not walk their talk
Inauthentic behavior

Inconsistent behavior in different situations
Contradictory behavior

Unable to identify with
current situation

Personal Barrier Factors

Past remains primary context
I do it this way; so should you
Not my experience; shouldn't be an issue

Skewed perspective of own generation
Compromised self understanding -- occasionally unaware
of strengths, weaknesses, biases

Figure 4.6. Personal barrier factors, compromised self-awareness.
Compromised self-awareness. Participants disclosed five related behaviors that
seemed to compromise the self-awareness needed to consistently contribute to a
Fostering Work Climate: 1) perception management, 2) inauthentic behavior, 3) unable to
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identify with current situation, 4) skewed perspectives about own generation, and 5)
compromised self-understanding. When participants shared experiences that showed a
need to manage perceptions that others had of them, I interpreted their experiences as
compromised self-awareness. For example, Mackenzie told a story about her attempt to
teach Facebook™ to a group of older employees. Their behavior, as told by Mackenzie,
implied a need that her older audience had to manage others’ perception of them,
including Mackenzie’s. Rather than display openness to learning, growth & development
and show respect for what Mackenzie might contribute, her audience appeared to choose
perception management.
It was very frustrating to me to a point where it made me not want to work with
these people. I can understand not understanding something and not, you know,
fully knowing why something is done, but to be vocally disrespectful about it was
something that was really hard for me to kind of handle and get over and work
through. I honestly think part of it is my age, and they are in positions higher than
mine as well. I think that that’s probably a little bit intimidating like, woah, like
this is going in some direction that I don’t fully understand or I don’t really like
and so, instead of trying to learn it, I’m going to go on autopilot and kind of rip on
it. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
This experience colored Mackenzie’s perspective about an older generation. It also
appeared to increase the need she had to manage how others perceived her as a
technology-savvy Millennial, and perhaps compromised her ability to understand the
importance of individual learning styles. Another five minutes or so into the interview,
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Mackenzie once again referred to this difficult and influential experience with older
people in her organization.
Relating back to like the Facebook presentation—they—it was really, really
frustrating for me to have those comments negatively, you know, said while I’m
giving the presentation and then following the presentation. At the time I was
really upset and then I just took it back as like well they’re kind of nervous—you
know, they’re—it’s their own insecurities. So, I would say that I have the easiest
time teaching someone of my own generation because I feel that I can
communicate with them in the same way that I would want to be communicated
with and there isn’t any kind of hang ups, you know, there’s—I just feel like I
connect with them better when it comes to like a teaching time or moment. And
then I think it just gets progressively more difficult as the generation—as the
older the person gets, with the exception of a few, you know, onesie-twosies of
people that just kind of aren’t—you know, they’re just very adept for some
random reason. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
In this instance, Mackenzie assumed older people to be difficult (with random
exceptions) and that, in comparison, people her age were easier to work with. Further,
while her description is consistent with what Prensky (2001b) described as a millennial
learning style, her tone made her sound the know-it-all that Miles (also a Millennial)
earlier cautioned against and possibly compromised Mackenzie’s self-awareness.
So, whenever I’m working with technology or working with, um, computer—you
know, programs or something else—and so they’ll just kind of give me a blank
look, like well I don’t know how to do that—and to me sometimes I’m internally

96
thinking, well figure it out. You know, because that’s my generation—is like, if
we don’t know how to do something like especially with technology, we just
figure it out, we troubleshoot until we figure it out—we don’t always read
directions, you know, we just figure it out on our own. (Personal communication,
May 6, 2010)
A third behavior that compromised self-awareness was an inability to identify
with the current situation. When this behavior was evident in participant stories, the past
remained the primary context for appropriate behavior in the workplace. For example,
after she explained the importance of a sense of humor in the workplace and how it
helped people get their work done together, Gail, who was categorized as Generation X,
struggled with how millennial people in her mixed-birth generation used technology in
her workplace.
In some ways I think that texting and Facebook and, you know, all of those
technology things, are replacing that personal interaction, that sense of humor.
It’s a—it’s a drain—that’s draining that energy. Not that that generation doesn’t
have a sense of humor, of course they do, but that’s not the distraction in a
meeting, you know, it’s not the joke or the wry comment, it’s the—it’s the person
who’s texting under the table or has their computer up while they’re supposed to
be engaging in the meeting. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Gail’s comment suggested that the group presence of a verbal sense of humor, even if it
detracted from the meeting at hand, was more socially acceptable than the equally
detracting but individual (and mysterious) act of texting or using Facebook™.
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A skewed generational perspective was another personal barrier factor to creating
and sustaining a Fostering Work Climate. Later in her interview, Gail sounded like
Glenna when she said she approached her work more like a Baby Boomer than a
Generation X. I asked if she could explain that a little more. She responded,
I think that the stereotype of a Boomer is big on responsibility—my number one
on StrengthsFinder—and a strong work ethic. I think of the stereotype of Gen X
more as fitting work around other areas of life. They might have to be late for a
meeting because of yoga class. I know, terrible stereotype, but I guess that’s what
stereotypes is [sic] about. I think that part of the reason I identify with Baby
Boomers is that sense of responsibility. (Personal communication, January 18,
2011)
Mackenzie provided possibly another good example of a skewed generational
perspective.
I find it easiest to work with Millennials [sic], because that’s how I am. Like, I
just want to be told what you need me to do, and when to be there, and what you
want me to do and I’ll do it. And I want everyone else to work the same way as
me. I just get really frustrated whenever people have to have their hand held and,
oh, what do you feel like, what are your feelings and, you know, I feel this—you
know, so I get really—I’m very like down to business a lot of times, especially at
work and so I find it difficult to kind of have to like put a spin on things in order
to get things to happen. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
This perspective may be a barrier for Mackenzie in her mixed-birth generation workplace
because it suggested an assumption that everyone who shared her generation preferred to
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work in the same way and that everyone in a generation other than hers did not. Barbara,
a Baby Boomer in the American workforce for more than 30 years, shared what appeared
to be an equally skewed generational perspective.
I think with someone older it’s easier, they’re more relaxed, they’re more open,
they have—they are more empathetic to listen first and not so reactive. Whereas,
working with a younger, maybe Gen X, it’s harder because they are, um, my
perspective is they want to fix things. Want to react right away to it and, instead
of processing it, thinking it through and, you know, talking about it, they want to
react right away and come up with a solution. (Personal communication, May 6,
2010)
This perspective could be a barrier for Barbara in her mixed-birth generation workplace
because she expected all older people to be relaxed and empathetic and, conversely, all
younger people to be reactive. Similarly, Galen’s generalized and seemingly skewed
perspective could create barriers for him in his mixed-birth generation workplace. He
said, for example,
But, the way we get to the end when we’re collaborating with things one on one is
a little bit different with Baby Boomers. You know, there’s more conversation,
discussion, um, the Gen Xers, you know, we’re—we seem to click the best,
probably because that’s where I’m at—and the fit—it’s a combination of sort of a
combination of the vision of where we want to go as well as the get it done
attitude…. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
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Should Galen encounter a Baby Boomer who did not want to discuss and process or a
Generation Xer who did, his perspective as shared here might impede organization
progress.
Finally, I interpreted lack of a participant’s self-awareness about the biases they
held as further compromising the self-awareness necessary to create and sustain a
Fostering Work Climate. For instance, Galen earlier shared how he thought generations
were painted with too broad a brush. Later, however, what appeared to be a personal bias
surfaced when Galen talked about his teaching style in his mixed-birth generation
workplace.
When I’m teaching a baby boomer crowd, I find it necessary to keep the power
point slides, for instance, very simple, very short phrases and talk through it, um,
explain and dialogue and with the Millennials [sic] I find myself having to put,
yeah, more detail in there, more specifics and the context will jump to show them
type of thing. So, it seems to work better if I keep it moving across different
things versus, you know, keep it simple, keep the slides simple, let them take
notes, if it’s a Baby Boomer. The Millennials [sic] just want to see it. (Personal
communication, May 6, 2010)
While this indicated an understanding of different learning styles, it showed a lack of
consideration for individual learning styles. Assuming all people of the same generation
learn the same way could be a barrier for Galen in his mixed-birth generation workplace.
Finally, Brenda made what appeared to be a skewed and sweeping generalization about
younger people in her organization. She reflected on previous teaching responsibilities as
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a supervisor, which she had perceived for years as one of her strengths. She seemed now,
however, to blame a longer learning curve on birth generation.
When I was doing any kind of teaching with someone in my [generation] who
was my age or older than I—certainly in my experience those [teaching]
experiences were much shorter in duration…. [Referring to younger audience] It
would surprise me, even after what I felt like I had been really clear about
expectations and really, um, I had given it to them in a variety of different ways—
we had written it down, we had had verbal conversation about it, we’d done it in a
variety of ways—that the [younger] person would still come back to me and say, I
just didn’t understand, I didn’t know, I didn’t think it would be like this. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
Brenda’s apparent lack of insight into how she herself contributed to a longer learning
curve and her attribution of that curve to everyone younger, likely became barriers for her
in her mixed-birth generation workplace. In addition to behaviors that appear to
compromise self-understanding, participants shared barrier behaviors that perpetuated
stereotyping. These behaviors are illustrated in Figure 4.7.
Perpetuating stereotyping. Barrier behaviors that perpetuated stereotyping were
often blatant and straightforward and, as illustrated in Figure 4.7, included: 1) perceived
negative or positive behaviors as generational or stereotypical rather than individual, 2)
perceived knowledge as generational or stereotypical rather than individual, 3) use of
stereotype-perpetuating language, 4) dismissed ideas or contributions based on age or
generation, 5) rationalized, minimized, ignored or excused stereotyping behavior, 6)

101
excluded others based on age, gender or generation, and 7) disrespected others based on
age, gender or generation.

Perceived negative or positive behaviors as
generational or stereotypical rather than individual
Perceived knowledge, skills & abilities as
generational or stereotypical rather than individual
Use of stereotype perpetuating language when
referencing population

"These kids ..."
"The new ones ..."
"Old farts ..."
"The old guard ..."
"These _____ (fill in generation)"

Perpetuating Stereotyping

Dismissed ideas or contributions based on
age, gender or generation
Rationalized why people stereotype
Ignored stereotyping behaviors in others
Minimized the impact of stereotyping

Personal Barrier Factors

Excluded people based on age,
gender or generation
Explained away behaviors based on age, gender
or generation of person
Disrespected others based on age,
gender or generation

Figure 4.7. Personal barrier factors, perpetuating stereotyping.
Perceiving behaviors as stereotypical rather than individual. The most common
barrier behavior disclosed by participants was one that perceived negative or positive
behaviors in others as generational or stereotypical rather than as individual. For
example, Glenna referenced some millennial newcomers to her organization and said,
“…it feels like high school in the way they behave with one another in the building”
(personal communication, December 29, 2009) and Bonnie’s perspective about younger
people included “…these young kids, their views of politics are very narrow and, you
know, they haven’t even paid enough taxes yet to even see how something would impact
them” (personal communication, March 26, 2010). Others were more complicated,
especially when it came to comparing their own generation’s work ethic to what they
perceived to be the work ethic of a younger generation.
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Gail referenced the move in her mixed-birth generation workplace to a new merit
pay system and tried to give a younger population in her workplace the benefit of doubt.
However, she recognized her own bias when she said,
They are up in arms about it and my perspective on it is just different, you know,
I’ve always been, you know, if I don’t perform I don’t get a raise and that’s how
I’ve always been and so, I don’t have the same empathy about it. I don’t know if
it’s, you know, they were influenced early on by teacher mentors the way I was
mislead by a mentor I had, I don’t know. But I think it’s different—different
levels of work ethic and an entitlement that goes along with that sometimes. Well,
and this is where my bias is from, you know, being a director and supervising a
younger generation, um, it seemed—it seemed, yes, there was a generational
difference. Part of it is I think because I’m a first-born. And, um, I knew I was the
youngest person and I expected that I’d have to work harder and put in longer
hours and, um, do the grunt work—that was my expectation of the workplace, that
I had to prove myself in order to advance. (Personal communication, May 6,
2010)
Bonnie expressed a similar bias when she said, “Where we came up as a generation, if
your boss said jump, you said how high and you made sure you got it done” (personal
communication, March 26, 2010). She also suggested a generational difference in work
ethic between her own and those younger and provided specifics in the famous, I-walkedto-school-up-hill-barefoot-both-ways, fashion.
If someone hired me and said your hours are 8 to 4:30, I mean, I didn’t start
adjusting my own hours to what I wanted. I was 37 years old, I was in a half hour
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early, left an hour late. That’s how I did my work. Where these guys [millennial
employees], you know, it’s not that way. And I have to be very clear and actually
bring up—if your phone rings at 8 o’clock you better be answering it. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
Older-generation negative perceptions of younger generations did not go unnoticed by
the younger. Mackenzie and Miles both gave some indication in their interviews that they
were perceived negatively by older generations. They also, however, indicated a desire to
overcome that perception. Mackenzie, in particular, felt that her generation began their
journey in a mixed-birth generation workplace at a distinct disadvantage.
I think key is that there’s a perception of what everyone’s abilities are depending
on their generation. Like, my generation is looked at as not having the ability to
be wise or to be planful [sic] or you know, it’s cuz I’m young, you know, I’m not
as—my heart’s not in it, you know, I’m out for myself…. I kind of feel like
sometimes I have to work twice as hard to get the respect I—that I would
normally get if I was a little bit older. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010).
Perceiving knowledge, skills or abilities as generational or stereotypical.
Assuming an individual’s knowledge scope or learning style was stereotypical of their
generation could further compromise the ability to create and sustain a workplace free of
generational stereotypes. For example, Bonnie was proud of giving constructive feedback
to her predominantly younger staff but suggested it was not necessary with people her
own age or older because “…there are people [in her organization] whom I would
consider to be peers who are my same age or older and who are very clearly not open to
any sort of feedback” (personal communication, March 26, 2010). She explained further,
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“When they’re younger than I am, I always look for opportunities to teach. I don’t
necessarily look for that in someone my own age or older because I assume that they’re
as smart as I am or smarter.” Bonnie and her same-age or older colleagues could miss
opportunities with this prevailing perspective in her mixed-birth generation workplace.
Using stereotype-perpetuating language in reference to population. Stereotypeperpetuating language added to this personal barrier behavior set. Brenda, for example,
suggested that millennial people “… are the most adored and pampered generation ever”
(personal communication, March 26, 2010) and Betsy referred to a supervisor’s
technology group in her mixed-birth generation workplace as “…her little boys; they
could do no wrong and she let them do whatever they wanted” (personal communication,
December 26, 2009). The data from this study showed stereotype-perpetuating language
that went even beyond generational. For example, Barbara suggested a gender
stereotyping and attributed her team’s success to “we’re all women; we’re very
nurturing” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). Similarly, Betsy stereotyped through
the use of language and repeatedly referenced her organization’s technology group as
“the boys.” Curious, I asked her how they [the boys] referred to her work group. She
responded, “I don’t know. The old bags down the hall?” (personal communication,
December 26, 2009).
Dismissed ideas or contributions based on age, gender or generation;
disrespected or excluded others based on age, gender or generation. Other barriers I
interpreted included when participants apparently dismissed the ideas or contributions of
others based on age, gender or generation or disrespected or excluded others in their
workplace based on age, gender or generational criteria. When participants exhibited
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evidence of these barrier behaviors, it seemed always in reference to a generation other
than their own. Glenna, for example, described the Millennial generation as “They were
raised as, you know, with the sky is the limit and I am the best and I’ve received those
awards and I must be able to do that anywhere at anytime” (personal communication,
December 29, 2009) and Mackenzie grouped the Silent Generation in her description, “…
they really like to talk a lot more, they like to, you know, hear themselves talk” (personal
communication, May 6, 2010). As mentioned earlier, Betsy consistently referenced a
younger population of people in her workplace as techies and when asked if she knew
anyone who was a techie but who was not young quickly answered, “no.” When I probed
and asked what she thought that was about, she said simply, “They were cheaper to hire”
(personal communication, December 26, 2009). In another example, Bonnie explained
why and how she negatively perceived an entire generation of people older than she in
her workplace based on her experience with just two employees.
I’ve run into two people in my life who as older workers, they’ve just sort of
punched their ticket and they’re just sittin’ around waitin’ to move on. And so, I
am suspect of people as they—I can’t help it—I look at them and go, are you truly
contributing, you know, and it’s not I physically can’t contribute, it’s I’m just not
interested in working that hard anymore at that level and so I’m just going to
punch out—punch my ticket every day and kind of wander around and get a little
somethin’ done enough to stay employed and take up some space. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
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I asked Bonnie if that description applied to everyone that age. She responded, “Of
course it doesn’t. But, it’s easier to start from there and now prove me wrong” (personal
communication, March 26, 2010).
Ignored, minimized, rationalized, or excused stereotyping behaviors. Finally,
participants who seemed to ignore, minimize, rationalize or excuse stereotyping
behaviors in themselves and others compromised the success of a mixed-birth generation
workplace. Bonnie’s statement just mentioned was also an example for this behavior.
Another example came from Gail, who expressed all of these behaviors when she shared
how her older baby boomer supervisor made baby boomer pop culture references that
marginalized others in their mixed-birth generation workplace, including her, by age or
gender. She initially minimized this behavior as unintentional, but then added, “…
sometimes it’s very strategic” and then ignored it, “… but I’ve learned to ignore it” and
then later rationalized and excused it as, “… it’s not a bad thing, it just sometimes means
it takes us longer to get our work done” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). In
response to a question about the source of stereotyping in the American workplace,
Bonnie said, “… it makes my world more orderly” and offered the following in
explanation.
If you make the same choices as I made in life, then that validates my choices, so
if you choose to have two kids and life in a house similar to mine and take the
same path I took, then that means I made the right decision. Versus, if you choose
to do something very different than I do, then I might have to look at my own life
and say, wow, that maybe wasn’t the best idea, you might be having more fun that
I am, or you have more money than I do, or you have more kids to take care of. I
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think people want to compartmentalize a little bit and make some sense out of
their world. (Personal communication, March 26, 2010)
Contributing Organization Culture Factors
While individual employees with mature contributing personal development
factors and consistent behaviors seemed to be able to influence their mixed birth
generation workplaces, it appeared they did so most successfully within a supporting
organization culture. Study data disclosed four categories that I grouped as the
contributing organization culture factors. When partnered with the contributing personal
development factors, they created the ideal situation for developing a Fostering Work
Climate that can lead to creating and sustaining a stereotype-free mixed birth generation
workplace. Contributing organization culture factors included: 1) communication (Figure
4.8), 2) learning (Figure 4.9), 3) mentoring and coaching (Figure 4.10), and 4) technology
(Figure 4.11). Unlike contributing personal development factors, the data suggested no
subsequent behaviors that resulted from a triggering event within each contributing
organization culture factor (although that was certainly possible). However, like
contributing personal development factors, the properties of contributing organization
culture factors seem to be complementary in that dominant behaviors of one factor
naturally flowed into the creation and sustenance of the other. For example, if learning
properties existed in an organization, it likely followed that mentoring and coaching
properties also existed. Also like contributing personal development factors, contrasting
barrier factors existed for each contributing organization culture factor that could
compromise sustaining a Fostering Work Climate.
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Communication. Participants spoke of open and honest leader-modeled
communication across the organization. As illustrated in Figure 4.8, when things went
well in mixed-birth generation work groups, communication was frequent and
accommodated unique and individual communication styles and needs. “I think when
things go well it’s communication and leadership,” said Barbara, who also complemented
her work group for open, honest and frequent communication. “It really flows well. It
really does. And I would say 80% of the time it works that way” (personal
communication, May 6, 2010).

Contributing Organization
Culture Factors

Fostering Work Climate
Consider individual communication styles
Up, down & sideways
Open and honest
Leader modeled

Communication

Frequent
Formal & informal

Figure 4.8. Contributing organization culture factors, communication
Stanton first joined his organization some 40 years earlier as one of the youngest and felt
open communication was critical. Now, as part of the Silent Generation, he credited his
early success as a young newcomer to a deliberate strategy of individual visits with
people to talk about their work and what mattered most to them. When asked about core
issues in his workplace that either got in the way of or facilitated the work they did,
Garrison, a generation X manager of a mixed-birth generation work group, said, “The
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biggest one is just communication skills and style…. It boils down to communication
skills and styles” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). Finally, Glenna suggested in
her non-supervisory role that their success with an effort around building learning
communities was because, “The four of us that are on the leadership team have made a
very concerted effort to, you know, have those small personal conversations to open up
on the personal level the lines of communication” (personal communication, December
29, 2009).

Contributing Organization
Culture Factors

Fostering Work Climate
Considered individual learning styles
Learned from older, younger, same
Learned from mentor - paying it forward
Learning culture

Learning

Transformational learning
Created mutual respect & trust

Figure 4.9. Contributing organization culture factors, learning.
Learning. As illustrated in Figure 4.9, when organizations appeared to struggle
the least with mixed birth generation scenarios, they seemed to be learning adaptive.
Leaders in these organizations modeled the importance of learning from others and
continuous learning from both successes and mistakes. Bonnie, perhaps, provided the
best example.
We’ll talk about something that didn’t work very well. And, with some of them
it’s enough to say, okay, this is the last time we’re going to talk about this. We all

110
learned from it, here’s how we changed the process, you know—we’re gonna
move on and use this as a growth experience. With some of them I have to
literally say I want you to write this down on a piece of paper. I want you to rip it
up, throw it away and we’re done with it. I mean you need to let go of this and not
beat yourself up forever. (Personal communication, March 26, 2010)
Bonnie’s willingness to lead her group within the spirit of learning from mistakes likely
created mutual trust in her mixed-birth generation workplace. Organizations that seemed
to struggle least with mixed birth-generation workplace issues also provided formal and
informal learning opportunities for people while employed in their organizations. Greta,
for example, was a 10-year employee of a large not-for-profit health care organization
that I interpreted as a Fostering Work Climate. As a participant in my theoretical sample,
Greta offered the following about formal and informal learning in her organization.
We also offer opportunities for staff to participate in a variety of things to offer
feedback and to learn and help the organization grow. We have focus groups, an
employee engagement group, a reward and recognition committee, unit based
joint practice teams of cross functional individuals, and promote shared
leadership. These are great ways to learn from each other. (Personal
communication, November 20, 2010)
When things went well, employees seemed to possess an openness to learning, expected
to learn from one another (older, younger, or the same age) and the birth generation to
which they belonged was not a consideration; that is, it appeared people in their
organization were never too old or too young to learn. Gail, for example, said that
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learning from everyone in her mixed-birth generation workplace was part of why she
stayed in her profession.
I’ve been in [her line of work] for 26 years because I like learning from those
younger and I like learning from those older and I think everyone has something
to teach me. Um, and I think it—that’s true for everyone, people just need to be
open to that opportunity. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Bonnie, again, provided one of the best examples in my data when she indicated that she
learned from people young and old every day. She referenced her younger millennial
staff in the context of learning from them and said, “Oh, Man! I mean, it happens every
day…. They bring so much to the table” (personal communication, March 26, 2010).
Finally, when employees in mixed birth generation workplaces learned from each other,
it was sometimes a transformational experience. Participant responses in this contributing
category exemplified the natural flow between contributing organization culture factors
and contributing personal development factors in how it changed their perspective about
the person from whom they learned, and lead to mutual trust and respect. Barbara, for
example, had experienced the opposite in a previous organization, but told a story about
her current workplace that well summarized a transformation and how she now viewed
opportunities to learn from others in her mixed-birth generation workplace.
Actually, working with one of our younger development officers today I went out
on a call with her, a development call, and it was very, learning. I was very—
um—I was very impressed. I looked at it and thought, wow, that she really knows
her job and she really has developed a skill that I’ve always looked at and
thought—um—anybody can do that! But, after coming back, you know, with her
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and kind of debriefing after the call it was good because you know, as young as
she is she still asked me for advice on how did I think it went? What did I think,
you know, of the potential of that particular donor, and yet I looked at her as the
expert and even more so now. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)

Contributing Organization
Culture Factors

Fostering Work Climate
Taught older, younger, same
Shared knowledge, experience
Broke pattern of no mentor past
Helped to change future of others

Mentoring/Coaching

Created mutual respect & trust
Considered individual learning styles

Figure 4.10. Contributing organization culture factors, mentoring and coaching.
Mentoring and coaching. This contributing organization culture factor
complemented the learning experiences previously mentioned and pointed directly to the
importance of building relationships in a Fostering Work Climate. As illustrated in Figure
4.10, mixed-birth generation work groups seemed most successful in their work when
older, younger and same-age employees were willing to share their knowledge and
experience with one another. Best-case scenarios in the data collected considered an
individual’s needs rather than assumed what they needed to learn based on their
stereotyped age or generation. Successful mentors were those who understood the value
of collaboration and were also open to learning from their mentees. Steven, through his
work as a doctoral advisor to people much younger than he, perhaps, put it best.
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Mentoring doctoral students is an incredibly wonderful learning experience
because there are topics that I know absolutely nothing about—and all of the
people I’m mentoring are younger than I and—and I bring others into the process
who know more than I do—and it makes the end product much stronger [and we
all learn]. But, if our egos get in the way, then, quality [and learning] is aborted.
(Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
Mentors and coaches in organizations that seemed to do best with this contributing
factor’s behaviors often had mentors in their own careers and believed in paying that
experience forward. Stanton, for example, referred to a mentor early in his 50-year career
and said, “I don’t remember any of the details, but he was clearly a mentor to me”
(personal communication, December 6, 2010). When I probed as to whether or not that
experience caused him to pay it forward as a mentor himself, he responded positively but
gave credit to mentees for the outcome.
Oh, yeah. Yeah. Yeah. I didn’t make sure that I had somebody [formally] all the
time. It was more a natural flow of things. And, you know, mentoring has
different levels. I could see myself saying I was a mentor to [someone in his
organization] or I could see myself saying I was a mentor to [someone else in his
organization] but [people he mentored] were their own people and my mentoring
was incidental [rather than formal program]. (Personal communication, December
6, 2010)
Also at play in the data were opposite experiences, that is, people who were not mentored
but who were, regardless, committed now to being mentors. Bonnie described her
dedication to mentoring her staff.
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My goal in life is to teach them the things that it took me years to learn, because I
had to learn them on my own, I didn’t have anyone to mentor me or teach me
those kinds of things. (Personal communication, March 26, 2010)
Others expressed their commitment despite bad mentoring experiences in their own
careers. Several times in her interview, Gail mentioned a supervisor-mentor early in her
career that, in hindsight, did not provide the best guidance. She had learned from that
experience and was now determined to be an opposite influence.
I was significantly influenced by my then director—at the time I thought it was
great and as I grew older and grew professionally I began to understand how
unhealthy that was and how poor a role model that person was, but it took me
getting older and getting, uh, maturing professional to understand that. I was
encouraged to a certain point and then told, well that’s it…. If I mentor people
now, it’s because I believe in this profession. If they hear from me, it makes a
difference and they stay [in the profession]. (Personal communication, May 6,
2010)
These participants from two different generations resolved to not repeat history. Their
personal resolve helped change the futures for those younger than they in their
workplaces, made them particularly passionate mentors, and made them available to
others in their mixed-generation workplaces. The contributing organization culture factor
of mentoring and coaching flowed easily into the contributing personal development
factor of self-awareness and the relationship-building characteristic of a Fostering Work
Climate. As an example, a self-directed and self-aware Garrison sought out his own
mentor when he joined his organization as a younger generation X member.
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When I first started there were tools that were important to me learning some of
the processes, there were things I didn’t know about. There was another person on
the team who was heavy into those things so I kind of built a relationship with
him to help me understand and give me pointers on how to use those tools.
Understanding what the group really does—I learned from conversations with the
[older] manager on that team and that was extremely helpful in me kind of
figuring out how to move forward and kind of what my role on the team was and
where I could help, you know, add value and all that good stuff that you want to
do as an employee. So, that was definitely a very helpful relationship that I had
with him to kind of develop, you know, get comfortable in my own skin….
(Personal communication, June 1, 2010)
Technology. Figure 4.11 illustrates the behaviors in this contributing category,
which were mentioned frequently by study participants. Underscoring the flow of the
proposed model, behaviors expressed within this contributing factor encompassed
triggers that both influenced the other three contributing organization culture factors and
flowed into contributing personal development factors. For example, learning behaviors
were often around learning technology, mentoring and coaching behaviors often focused
in some way on technology, and communication behaviors often involved the use of
technology. Participant behaviors expressed in this factor flowed into contributing
personal development factors of both self-awareness and stereotyping. In reference to an
older colleague who struggled with the use of e-mail in her organization, Glenna, for
example and in true digital immigrant (Prensky, 2001a) style, made sure she printed
organization e-mails or communicated with her colleague in person because, “I felt a
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moral sense of responsibility to make sure she was included in the loop” (personal
communication, p. 26, December 29, 2009).

Contribution Organization
Culture Factors

Fostering Work Climate
Considered individual learning needs
Recognized digital native
Recognized digital immigrant
Assessed technology as tool

Technology

Bridged knowledge, skill, ability gap

Figure 4.11. Contributing organization culture factors, technology.
As illustrated in Figure 4.11, participants with successful experiences in mixed
birth generation work groups were those who appeared at the time to have an
understanding of what it meant to be a digital native, a phrase first coined by Prensky
(2001a) and defined as today’s college students who grew up using technology and
became “native speakers of the digital language of computers, video games and the
Internet” (2001a, p. 1). These participants both recognized and appreciated the digital
native contributions in their organizations. Gail referred to a millennial team member, for
example, and said, “He was the one suggesting all of that technology, different ways for
our task force to communicate when we weren’t together” (personal communication,
May 6, 2010). Bonnie was convinced that technology was critical to her organization’s
operational success and said of her millennial staff, “They support the entire operation
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because they’re digital natives” (personal communication, March 26, 2010). In fact, all
participants in the generations older than Millennial made some appreciative comment
about what the younger generation brought to their mixed birth generation workplace
regarding technology understanding and use. Digital immigrants, a phrase also first
coined by Prensky (2001a) was defined as someone who has adapted to technology but,
“they always retain, to some degree, their accent, that is their foot in the past” (p. 3).
Participants, who apparently understood this concept, shared stories illustrative of
appreciation and understanding. Glenna again offered her insight, “I think there’s a
learning curve for people who didn’t grow up using computers and a lot of the
technology that’s out there doesn’t come easy” (personal communication, December 29,
2009).
Participants also expressed willingness to bridge technology knowledge, skill or
ability gaps present for digital immigrants. Max was on the youngest end of his
millennial generational spectrum but saw the opportunity to bridge the gap between
native and immigrant as a chance to pay [older] people back for what they had taught
him. He told a story of his baby boomer supervisor’s newly acquired E-book and talked
about how he helped her learn its operation and how grateful she was in return. He went
on to say, “She [his supervisor] teaches me a lot of stuff and I’m glad that I can show her
some technology stuff, too” (personal communication, December 15, 2010). Finally,
participants who understood the impact of being a digital native or a digital immigrant in
the workplace were also able to see technology as one tool to get their work done rather
than as an unexamined answer to everything. Miles worked in the technology division of
his organization at the time of his interview and indicated such insight when he described
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problem-solving opportunities with people in older generations in his mixed-birth
generation workplace.
They might have a different perspective, say, on just the use of technology or
solving a problem with technology. That [technology] might not be in the
forefront of their mind [as a solution]. So, it can be, you know, my role in a
manner of speaking just to help expose that method of solving a problem. That
doesn’t just mean that it has to be that way either. The reciprocal can be true
where I can learn something, you know, it doesn’t have to be just a technological
solution. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
Like participant stories categorized as antithetical to contributing personal development
factors and inherent behaviors, participants shared stories that exemplified barrier
behaviors in their organization’s culture.
Organization Culture Barrier Factors
As illustrated in Figure 4.12, organization culture barrier factors to developing a
Fostering Work Climate were behaviors opposite those mentioned previously and that
either compromised or challenged creating and sustaining a stereotype-free mixed birth
generation workplace. They included poor communication, unwillingness to learn,
unwillingness to mentor and coach, and a distorted perspective about technology.
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Top-down communication only
Passive-aggressive conversations; conflict avoidance
Leader did not model
No formal communication
channels or processes

Poor Communication

Did not consider individual styles
Unwilling to learn from younger, older, same
Perceived latest knowledge as
best; I have knowledge, you
don't; I know it all

Unwilling to Learn

Perception that age/tenure I have
nothing more to learn; I know it all
Unwilling to share knowledge
or experience with others
due to age, position

Organization Culture Barrier Factors

Unwilling to mentor others
(younger, older, same)
Unwilling to match mentor
style to learning style

Unwilling to Mentor or
Coach

Viewed technology as the
answer to everything
Resented/resisted technology as threat
to established work patterns
Dismissed/resisted technology
as simply younger generation
Assumed older generations
cannot learn technology

Technology Distortion

Unwilling to bridge technology skill gap
Blamed negative behavior on technology
Did not understand digital native or immigrant

Figure 4.12. Organization culture barrier factors.
Poor communication. When things did not go well between and among mixed
birth generation work groups, participants often attributed it to poor communication that
lead to lack of understanding. Gail, for example, talked about a time when things did not
go well with her mixed-birth generation work group, and speculated about the cause. “I
think there was a miscommunication or misunderstanding or lack of understanding of
what really needed to happen in order to get the job done” (personal communication,
May 6, 2010). Rather than pointing to one specific event, Barbara generalized about
organization difficulties as a whole, “I think when things go wrong [in organizations], it’s
communication and leadership” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). Sometimes,
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participants seemed unwilling to openly communicate how they felt with others in their
mixed-birth generation workplace, even if it might lead to greater understanding. For
example, I probed Mackenzie about her demeaning experience with older colleagues
while attempting to teach Facebook™ skills. I asked if she had ever thought about
sharing her frustration and feelings with her older colleagues in an attempt to repair and
build the relationship. Mackenzie responded, “I would never say that to them, or really
anyone but you or my husband” (personal communication, May 6, 2010).
Unwilling to learn. Study participants who shared experiences that exemplified
this barrier behavior told stories about past bad learning experiences and assumed any
new learning experiences with the same generation would be equally bad. For example,
after she shared a story about the surprised and valued learning she experienced with
someone younger, Barbara shared an opposite experience with someone older, “It wasn’t
a particularly comfortable interaction and not a good learning experience for me. I didn’t
feel like I was part of her team; it was more supervisor-subordinate [I was talked down
to]” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). When I asked if this was a consistent
experience for her with people the same age or older than she, Barbara responded, “I do
find that, yes.” Barbara attributed and expected a similarly compromised learning
experience with people her same age or older. Similarly, and based on an equally
negative experience, Mackenzie decided that she had nothing to learn from baby boomer
co-workers in her workplace and would not waste her time and energy. Others told
stories of employees who assumed they had nothing to learn from someone based on their
perception of generational style and mentors who were unable to change their teaching
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style to fit a learner’s needs. As a manager, Garrison shared his experience in this type of
situation with one of his mixed-birth generation teams.
I co-manage a team and one of the folks we started with was a Baby Boomer and
we set her up to mentor the Millennial. When she was training him, he [the
Millennial] was always, you know, I understand, I got it, I got it, let’s move
forward. She [the Baby Boomer] felt he was coming across as being disrespectful.
(Personal communication, June 1, 2010)
Unwilling to mentor and coach. This barrier factor was the least specifically
mentioned barrier among convenience and snowball participants; mention of formal
mentoring programs surfaced only with theoretical sample participants. Still, among
convenience and snowball participants, I interpreted in their interviews some
unwillingness to mentor or coach, based primarily on bad experiences. For example,
Mackenzie, who was on the receiving end of negative, demeaning comments from her
older generation audience, was unwilling to give that particular audience another try.
When I probed about the possibility of reaching out to them again, she said, “I feel they
are a lost cause and I just won’t invest my time and energy with them anymore” (personal
communication, May 6, 2010). Similarly, I interpreted an apparent unwillingness to
modify their mentor and coaching style to better fit a mentee’s learning needs as another
example of unwillingness to mentor and coach. As an example, Garrison further
explained the Baby Boomer-Millennial mentoring relationship mentioned earlier.
It was a situation where she needed to be cognizant of who she was training and
he needed to take a different approach to his feedback. So, that was kind of a big
struggle. It was hard for her to get over that aspect of things, so the relationship
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and bringing him up to speed [with his learning curve] didn’t work well for those
two. (Personal communication, June 1, 2010)
In this instance, the baby boomer mentor was unwilling to adjust her approach to match
her millennial mentee’s learning needs and the Millennial was apparently not open to
learning from the Baby Boomer.
Technology distortion. The most frequently mentioned barrier behaviors in this
factor included believing technology was an unexamined answer to every problem, or
conversely, dismissed technology outright as a younger generation fad, and/or resisted
technology based on fear of change. For example, although driving technology was not
part of her job, Mackenzie took pride in being technologically savvy and took
responsibility to make sure everyone in her workplace was appropriately technology
aware. Mackenzie further explained her Facebook™ experience as a generous attempt on
her part to reach out to others in her mixed-birth generation workplace, even when she
did not have to. “I thought Facebook was a great resource and wanted to kind of jump on
the bandwagon. I launched a Facebook page and managed it and then created a
presentation [for her workplace].” Apparently absent an understanding of the digital
immigrant nature of her audience, Mackenzie was surprised when everyone did not jump
on the bandwagon with her. “Most of the Boomer generation and the one Silent wasn’t
even on the radar—they didn’t, number one, they didn’t even understand what Facebook
was and then their response was very, um, negative” (personal communication, May 6,
2010). Gail spoke of younger people in her workplace when she said, “Their different
ways of communicating, I don’t always think it’s a good thing, um, Facebook, as an
example” (personal communication, May 6, 2010). Gail told me later that she refused to
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use Facebook™. Both behaviors—one that saw technology as an answer to every
problem; the other identified technology with younger people and refused to use it—
seemed to perpetuate generational stereotyping. In both instances, the result was further
barrier behaviors. Mackenzie assumed older employees could not learn technology; Gail
viewed Facebook™ technology as owned by the young and perhaps a threat to her work
ethic and simply would not use it.
Core Category: Fostering Work Climate
I asked my participants a series of questions about when things worked best in
their mixed birth generation workplaces; I listened for behaviors that facilitated success
for people of all generations with the work they were tasked to do together. I interpreted
participant answers as behaviors that promoted the growth and development of their work
together. Participants shared success stories that, when combined, suggested a work
climate with 10 non-sequential but interdependent characteristics that were sustained
through structured formal and informal programming, leadership and accountability.
These characteristics seemed to encompass an environment created by people who
exhibited mature behaviors within contributing personal development factors;
specifically, they showed self-awareness and avoided stereotyping in the stories they told
and contributed those things to their workplaces. When participants combined those
mature behaviors with contributing organization culture factors that showed support and
appreciation in their respective organizations for communication, learning, mentoring and
coaching, and technology, many of the 10 characteristics were apparent. As illustrated in
Figure 4.13, this became the core category of my research: Fostering Work Climate. A
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Fostering Work Climate and its 10 characteristics are discussed in more detail on the
following pages through participant stories.

Contributing Organization Culture Factors

Communication

Contributing Personal Development Factors

Fostering Work Climate
Demonstrates

Learning

Mentoring/Coaching

Technology

1. Understanding & patience
2. Learning, growth & development
3. Strengths-based appreciation,
collaboration, inclusion
4. Reward & recognition
5. Relationship & diversity
6. Humor and fun
7. Clear mission aligned with personal values
8. Mission-driven action
9. Team-based operational structure
10. Employees take ownership &
responsibility
** Formal & informal programs for above
** Leadership & accountability for above

Self Awareness

Generational Assumptions

Stereotyping
Other

Gender

Figure 4.13. Core category, fostering work climate.
Understanding and patience. When participants shared their mixed-birth
generation success stories, they expressed ability to be understanding and patient on both
ends of the spectrum. Betsy referenced her youngest colleagues, for example, and said,
I think people just act a certain way because of their age—sometimes they act
immature because they’re young. And, once they become 40, then they’re gonna
be different, you know. And you give them a little space because they’re so
young….” (Personal communication, December 26, 2009)
Miles spoke of his baby boomer and silent generation clients and shared his perspective
on how he successfully moved through a project with people older than he.
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I guess I look at it as, well, there’s an experience differential…. I think in working
with someone in an older generation than me, if they’re jockeying for leadership,
I might take a back seat and let the older generation have a shot at it first as
opposed to people in a younger generation [with whom he would compete for
leadership]. I think personally for me it’s out of respect for elders and [their]
experience. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
Stanton thought that ultimately the secret to his success was gaining understanding, “I
was like the young whipper-snapper on the block and, so I guess I wanted to make sure
that I not only respected but paid attention to those people who had history and
knowledge that I didn’t have” (personal communication, December 6, 2010).
Other participants demonstrated an understanding of the risks of generalizing by
generation because there were always exceptions. Garrison, for instance, referenced
popular stereotyping of older employees as not wanting to use technology, and said of his
baby boomer colleague, “…she’s texting and doing all that stuff with her kids, and got
involved with Facebook and, you know, is willing to adopt some of those things”
(personal communication, June 1, 2010). Mackenzie shared her understanding in the
context of succession planning and the importance of not having stereotyped employees
by generation.
[If] they’ve gotten in their head that this is how this [her] generation is going to
be, and they start getting into these leadership roles, then they’re gonna really
cause problems within the company because they’re going to assume that a person
is going to be a certain way. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
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In all six of the Fostering Work Climates, I identified as my theoretical sample,
managers corroborated the need for understanding and patience. Gabbie, for example,
said about her employees who hit a personal bump in the road, “…we go to great lengths
to understand what kinds of things are going on” (personal communication, November
20, 2010). Greta shared a similar experience. “The whole HR team rallied behind these
individuals and allowed them time to heal and to get back into the swing of work again”
(personal communication, November 20, 2010). Although not a manager himself, Steven
felt that his organization made a real effort to “…make sure people get what they need in
the workplace, that they’re listened to, it’s really quite remarkable” (personal
communication, November 20, 2010). Garth, as a generation X manager of a mixed-birth
generation information technology unit, reflected on times when his organization
demonstrated understanding and patience.
The ideas that are popping in my mind are like when something happens, like [a
team member] getting sick…. I think that [his workplace] does a good job of
making sure that they continue to work if they need to. The same thing if we have
an employee issue where I think you’re holding people accountable [for
performance] while still really focusing on giving them the opportunity to
improve and get better. (Personal communication, November 16, 2010)
Finally, Greta tells a powerful story from her Fostering Work Climate that exemplified
understanding and patience.
A team of folks in our NICU (Neonatal Intensive Care Unit) showed
understanding of a family who wanted to wait four hours for their pastor to arrive
from [another city] to do a blessing for their child who had died. They [the team]
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may not have agreed with each other or with the parents, but they worked together
to make it happen in a respectful way for the family. (Personal communication,
November 20, 2010)
Learning, growth and development. Participants across sampling populations
spoke of experiences with learning, growth and development that pointed to fostering a
climate of success. Garth considered himself a continuous learner, who had good mentors
and then paid that experience forward by creating and sustaining an environment where
people grew and developed. Glenna, my generation X fourth-grade teacher participant,
told a story about a considered opportunity to help develop a new, much younger teacher.
In a teacher lunchroom conversation, the new teacher professed to know her students
better than their parents. Feeling compelled to modify the younger teacher’s perspective a
bit, Glenna said,
A lot of times I’ll just put it on ignore and not get involved in those conversations.
But, that time I did and I said that I feel very strongly that parents know their
children better than anyone. I mean, we see a different side of them as teachers,
but I tried to in a kind way voice that to her, you know, parents are children’s first
teachers. They spend a different type of time with them, but that we need to look
at them [parents] as partners in this whole process. (Personal communication,
December 29, 2009)
In hindsight, Glenna felt the exchange built a bridge between them as teachers from
different generations and remained hopeful that the conversation influenced this young
teacher’s career.
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Sometimes generational labeling took on a positive spin and actually reflected
characteristics of a Fostering Work Climate rather than perpetuated the negative
stereotype of that generation. For example, while still generalizing, Galen suggested his
openness to learning, growth and development as well as understanding of the unique
learning, growth and development opportunities people from different generations
brought to him in his mixed-birth generation workplace.
I definitely learn from folks across that whole spectrum. The Baby Boomers I
guess what I, usually learn the most from them is how to interact with, you know,
executive management groups, the senior management groups, you know like
some of the bosses that I’ve had that have been older than me—it was just seeing
how she interacted with senior management in a calm manner, simplifying the
conversation, simplifying the language and so forth and I learned quite a bit about
how to do that. With the Millennials [sic], I definitely find myself learning
hopefully new skills, new technology, new subject matter that they may have
expertise in that they’re bringing to the table and moving fast with. Gen Xers, you
know I tend to be more of—not as much, it’s probably learning as well, but
maybe differently in terms of bouncing ideas off of each other constantly, you
know that kind of more collaboration and you get the results of learning.
(Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Learning, growth and development as characteristics important in sustaining a Fostering
Work Climate was corroborated by all six theoretical participants. The following from
Garth covers the gamut.
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I think there are so many opportunities in [his work] environment that they [his
organization] encourage people to participate in—including leadership courses for
people who aren’t technically in leadership positions yet, technology learning
opportunities, I just think there’s a wide variety of that available and it’s
encouraged at the management level and in the culture. (Personal communication,
November 24, 2010)
Appreciation, collaboration and inclusion. Most participants also expressed in
some way the importance of appreciation, collaboration and inclusion in sustaining a
work climate where mixed-birth generations could succeed together. Some expressed
appreciation for generational diversity in their workplaces because it made their jobs
more interesting (Miles), others were more specific in their appreciation. Gail spoke
appreciatively, for instance, about a silent generation employee in her workplace, “… he
makes us all better just by being in the building” (personal communication, May 6,
2010). Glenna appreciated a workshop she had attended about mixed generation
workplaces because it made her, “… stop and reflect, oh I see that we have that situation
in our building—and there are some things that perhaps I could be doing to promote more
open collaboration between the age groups.” She continued to talk about the importance
of generational diversity on her organization’s leadership team in the context of
collaboration and inclusion and said with emphasis, “I think you definitely—you have to
have it. You have to have it” (personal communication, December 29, 2009). Finally, an
appreciative Bonnie said about her generationally diverse workplace, “There’s a lot of
energy in it, there’s a lot of different ideas that come out of it” (personal communication,
March 26, 2010). She went on to speak about the natural generational diversity on any
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college campus, but then said more about her specific workplace on her own college
campus.
It applies to the workplace, too. When you have all different ages and—and you
literally are celebrating the smaller things of life and the larger things of life. So,
we have people talking about retirement, we have people having babies, we have
people getting married, we have people—you know it’s amazing—to try and
engage all different levels…. So, it’s exhausting, it’s rejuvenating, it’s just filled
with excitement on all ends. (Personal communication, March 26, 2010)
Gabbie, who manages a mixed-birth generation customer service group, described how
appreciation, collaboration and inclusion are manifest in her particular organization
through an opportunity she had to reorganize her department.
Instead of chunking and giving everyone the same role, we talked about meeting
[the organization’s] need by splitting those two things—allowing the people who
were good at customers to focus on that and then creating this group of three
people who are just focused on back end [technical] stuff. And, it like took two
years to get there because we were trying to get buy-in from the group to make
the switch…. So, it was grumbly for a couple of months but now, a year later, it’s
taken care of—it was like, let’s not try to make people who they’re not, let’s try to
frame this in a way where we can use people’s greatest strengths…. That has been
really positive—it’s been very good for people individually, and it’s really
improved the way we’re supporting everything. (Personal communication,
November 16, 2010)
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Reward and recognition. Participants young and old mentioned the importance
of reward and recognition in a climate that fosters these 10 characteristics. They spoke of
being complimented by colleagues younger and older than they, of being recognized
formally and informally by their supervisors and co-workers, of their work or their advice
being validated and affirmed. In all cases, the recognition they received seemed
synonymous with reward and suggested that was enough for the successful mixed birth
generation relationship. Mackenzie spoke of her direct supervisor, for instance, and
shared, “She recognizes my work, is supportive, empowering and encouraging. Within
our department, it’s the same for everyone” (personal communication, May 6, 2010).
Granted, I never asked the question, but none of the participants in any of the sampling
populations mentioned the necessity for monetary reward. Recognized strengths and
rewarded by preference were characteristics offered by theoretical sample participants,
corroborating this need in a Fostering Work Climate but also suggesting the importance
of individualizing the need. For example, Gretchen, an executive in a for-profit business,
said,
We do a lot of strengths based work, we do a lot of engagement work, and so we
know things like how people want to be recognized, how people want to be
communicated with, making sure everybody has the tools and equipment to do
their job, so for me it’s not so much about classifying people by a generation but
really classifying by strengths or what we like or what we don’t like and trying to
make a mixture of that. (Personal communication, September 12, 2010)
Relationship and diversity. Participants clearly understood the importance of
relationship in a mixed-birth generation workplace that promoted the growth and
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development of their work together. Brenda, for example, spoke of her relationship with
her younger supervisor.
I think that’s [their success] about the fact that both of us [she and her younger
supervisor] decided early on that we were interested in being successful together.
I see in her such a different skill set than I have. I don’t know whether she would
use those words about me or not, but I think she might. And, neither one of us
thought ill of each other, we thought well of each other. (Personal
communication, March 26, 2010)
Building relationship with the group of younger technology support people was
particularly important to Betsy, who saw opportunity in her mixed-birth generation
workplace as the group grew older and started their families.
When they [the technology group] had their babies and we got them—made them
a big basket for their, you know, for their first child and when [one person in the
technology group] got married—and they were—they were so surprised that we
wanted to do that for them, they were just so, like, oh my God, this is just so nice,
you know. So, they became more of our friends than just, you know, the people
that had to do that [technology support]. And, they don’t come through [the
office] acting like, oh, God, I have to go to the bathroom and maybe they’ll stop
me and make me do something for them, you know. Um, now they’re, you know,
they’ll stop and say hi or they’ll actually wave as they go by kind of thing….
They actually offer things rather than just answering questions. Before it was
just—it was like they felt so uncomfortable. (Personal communication, December
26, 2009)
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Finally, Stanton shared the importance of developing relationship and mutual respect
even in the face of disagreement. He referenced the importance of diversity of opinion
and a colleague who seemed always to hold the opposite opinion from his own, “… we
had developed a relationship over time, you know, that we could disagree and yet be
respectful of each other and what not, and move forward collectively” (personal
communication, December 6, 2010).
Humor and fun. Relationship characteristics often overlapped with the humor
and fun characteristic in a Fostering Work Climate. For example, all participants
mentioned the value of relationship building. Many participants said that one tool for
developing that characteristic was establishing personal connections outside of work that
involved social or fun activities of one kind or another. “We make a concerted effort to
have those small personal conversations with folks…because [if] they feel like they have
a relationship with you personally they are a little more open to the professional life”
(personal communication, December 29, 2009) said Glenna, whose organization
maintains a social fund for outside of work activities to promote just such conversations.
As mentioned earlier, Bonnie organized celebrations of small life events happening to
everyone in her mixed-birth generation workplace that were fun and built relationships.
In addition, Bonnie’s organization had a formal fun committee called The Rah Team that
organized events of some kind for all holidays and for significant team accomplishments.
Barbara mentioned an appreciation for the humor that silent generation employees bring
to her workplace that helps her to not take things so seriously.
While participants from my theoretical sample supported humor and fun as a
necessary characteristic of a Fostering Work Climate, only a few participants in
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convenience and snowball sampling mentioned humor and fun specifically. Still, I
interpreted a distinct sense of humor in participant comments; not one interview
transcript in the convenience and snowball sampling populations were absent the notation
[Laughter]. For example, one participant referenced the level of his own self-awareness
and admitted over laughter that, while it sometimes tried his patience and he complained
about them, he actually fed off the energy of the younger people on his team. Another
had what I interpreted as a better understanding of his mixed-birth generation workplace
because he was able to laugh at the challenge inherent in managing people with
antithetical work and communication styles. Other participants showed both a sense of
humor and authenticity when they realized they had contradicted themselves in the
interview and were then able to laugh about it, or spoke of a relationship with their boss
or supervisor that revealed success that sometimes came from a sense of humor. For
instance, Brenda said of her millennial supervisor, “She’s driven, she’s very smart,
she’s—she has a delightful sense of humor….” (personal communication, March 26,
2010).
Clear mission aligned with personal values and mission-driven action. A clear
mission aligned with employee personal values and mission-driven action were the
seventh and eighth characteristics in a Fostering Work Climate. These characteristics
together seemed to promote the growth and development of a stereotype-free mixed-birth
generation workplace and also reflected the self-aware strengths and weaknesses of a
work group. Glenna spoke of the importance of making connections with others in her
workplace because everyone was watching their teaching-mission actions.
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We need to have that connection between us because kids feel that, parents see
and feel that, we see and feel that, you know, the more we are all on the same
page the more productive [and successful] we’ll be. (Personal communication,
December 29, 2009)
Steven described a large, mixed-birth generation task force responsible for pulling
together several disparate program catalogs into one. He spoke of several necessary
conversations and a six-month effort to make sure everyone was heard and a common
understanding reached. But, there was never a doubt they would succeed because there
was a clear mission and people lined up behind it. “The common catalog was not
negotiable. We were going to have a common catalog. Getting there, it all had to be
negotiated” (personal communication, November 24, 2010).
Other participants shared similar stories that exemplified the need to articulate
mission and helped people make the choice to line up with it. Galen indicated, for
example, communicating mission urgency in his organization lines people up in this
fashion. Sometimes the organization mission was so crystal-clear, it required no
negotiation or conversation because the mission-driven action needed was obvious.
Stanton described that scenario best in response to my question about a time when things
went well in his mixed-birth generation workplace.
Well, the kinds of things that I think of when I think about those things are the
kind of all campus activities. Graduation. Or, uh, you know where you’ve got
people at all levels of the university from the high administration to the custodial
staff to the secretaries who all come from all generations—all working together to
pull off something. And, uh, that was always impressive to me and I always
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appreciated that…. I think we hired people who wanted to make sure they did a
good job and this was a public kind of thing and they wanted to make sure that
their part was okay. (Personal communication, December 6, 2010)
Finally, Greta confirmed the power of a clear mission aligned with personal values and
mission-driven action in her Fostering Work Climate. “Working for a pediatric hospital
with a simple mission—to do what’s right for kids—brings employees together in a
unique way. Everyone truly is mission driven” (personal communication, November 20,
2010).
Team-based structures. Fostering Work Climates appeared to be places where
teams were structured into the organization and where there was an expectation to work
as part of a team rather than only as an individual contributor. Since I guided participants
to focus on mixed-birth generation working groups, all participants naturally shared
stories about working as part of a team or working with groups of others when they spoke
of their contributing and/or barrier behaviors. Still, with the noted exception of one
millennial participant, stories about times when things went well suggested a team-based
structure facilitated that success. For example, while she never mentioned the word team
in her interview, Betsy described her cross-generational and cross-functional work unit
and how they cross trained one another to help when the workload was imbalanced for
one or more of them. Barbara indicated her mixed-birth generation work group brought
unique gifts to the table and said that when they have a certain goal and everyone
understands it, “We all come together and we form a very strong team” (personal
communication, May 6, 2010). My participants made unsolicited mention of a team in
their interviews anywhere from twice to 30 times each in their responses. Theoretical
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sampling responses confirmed that a team-based structure was one of the hallmarks of
their Fostering Work Climate. Steven, for example, said,
The institution is organized around teams—everything. There are no lone rangers.
Groups and individuals are rewarded. For my own part, I value the product of
teams and do my best to contribute my best stuff to contribute to them. (Personal
communication, November 20, 2010)
Garth best described how team structures support his Fostering Work Climate and how
many of the 10 characteristics are manifest as a result.
I think our team-based approach is very important to our success. Our teams have
about four people each. Those team members work together on projects, back
each other up when one is sick or on vacation. Over time, they learn from each
other, and allow us to have each person work to their strengths. These small team
based units also foster a situation where one person does not want to let the team
or their partner down. As a result, we tend to get a high level of commitment and
dedication from our staff. Since these four to five people work closely together on
projects and daily work, they form a close-knit team regardless of age differences.
In addition to the work activities, the work teams also participate in other
activities together such as weekly lunches, movie outings, and using the oncampus athletic facilities. Working in technology, I know I also hear a fair
amount of conversation about the history of technology from the older staff
members. I think these conversations help bridge the age gap and also, at times,
add humor to the workplace. (Personal communication, January 16, 2011)
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Other participants also alluded to team structures and supported the need in a
Fostering Work Climate. They mentioned HR teams, teaching teams, nursing teams,
technology support teams, and administrative teams. I also heard stories from theoretical
sample participants that suggested the power of teams. Gretchen, for example, explained
how teams in her for-profit organization support their Fostering Work Climate.
A team-based culture happens when a group of people believes in the same
mission/goal and listens to one another’s ideas about how to achieve that.
Through this blending and communication, individuals can learn from each other,
whether that be history or technology or communication skills, and can then move
forward together. Does this always happen, no. I do believe that once it happens
for the first time for someone, they are inclined to provide that same opportunity
for someone else in the future. (Personal communication, January 16, 2011)
Greta shared the importance of teams and corroborated how they are ideal for a Fostering
Work Climate.
Given the complexity of healthcare and that it takes a multidisciplinary team to
lead to the best outcomes, it is imperative [to have a team structure]. We are not
as good at it as we could be, but are getting better at it. The unit based joint
practice team approach within our hospital is getting people from diverse
perspectives together to improve processes, services and ultimately outcomes for
our patients…. We are currently embarking on focusing more on the need for
partnership—across silos, and it is ultimately about teamwork. While I don’t
know for sure, I am fairly confident that these cross-functional teams contain at
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least three generations of employees in addition to the diverse work expertise.
(Personal communication, January 16, 2011)
The self-aware employee, it seemed, could be particularly effective in this type of
workplace. Someone who had identified the importance of collaboration and mutual
respect and had become adept at not perpetuating stereotypes was comfortable with the
time and skill required to get everyone on the same page. Even the youngest participants
talked about moving through the stages of team development and the differences between
selling and telling (Miles). As the ninth characteristic of a Fostering Work Climate, teambased organization structures seemed to provide a working vehicle for the previous eight
characteristics.
Employees take ownership and responsibility. Finally, in a climate that fostered
the growth and development that lead to a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation
workplace, employees took ownership and responsibility for their work and their actions.
Although not a natural at it, Glenna took responsibility for reaching out to others in her
workplace because, “I think that every time we can make a connection with those that we
work with it just makes us grow stronger as a unit” (personal communication, December
29, 2009). Miles described the characteristic of employee ownership and responsibility in
a Fostering Work Climate particularly well.
I guess one way that I can describe it is that I always think of solving a problem as
being in a boxcar or on a train. And, your choices are either to be at the front of
the train accepting [and solving] all the problems or at the back of the train, you
know, kind of cowering from them. (Personal communication, November 24,
2010)
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Managers spoke of the importance of taking ownership and responsibility for correcting
behavior in younger employees in order to help them grow and develop. Bonnie, as an
example, spoke of an opportunity to develop a particularly unhappy millennial employee
in whom she saw potential.
I had a chance to bring to his attention his behavior and teach him—tell him
things that people weren’t telling him and bring his behavior to his attention so
that he could intentionally choose to modify [his behavior] in some way to make
things work…. When people have that kind of information that they can process
and if they’re developmentally in a place where they can step back from it and not
get their feelings hurt and not be embarrassed by it, um, then there’s an
opportunity for growth and change. (Personal communication, March 26, 2010)
In this particular case, Bonnie was successful in helping this young employee consider
ways to improve. Over time and work with Bonnie, he returned to the workplace with a
different attitude and went on to be one of the biggest contributors in her mixed-birth
generation workplace.
Self-aware employees took ownership for both their strengths and weaknesses and
responsibility for creating the balance they needed to do work for their organization.
Steven, for example, was responsible for advising a student engaged in research on a
topic with which he had no experience.
So, I called two of my colleagues to talk about what [they] would do in this
situation. And, I called another guy because I value [his perspective]…. They’re
just—far superior to my knowledge and so I depend on people like that—
colleagues to fill in my blanks. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
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Steven also shared a story about owning up to a mistake he had made based on a faulty
assumption, which cost his organization dearly. He shared the conversation that took
place between him and his supervisor at the time. “We met and I told him I screwed up
and he said, well, it’s partially my fault because I’m supervising you. And I said, no, it
isn’t your fault; it’s my responsibility. You gave it to me.” Steven also took responsibility
for the problem solution, to which his supervisor responded, “Good, let me know how it
turns out” (personal communication, November 20, 2010).
Formal and informal programs. When organizations seemed to struggle the
least with mixed-birth generation workplaces, both formal and informal programs existed
to cultivate and support their Fostering Work Climate and its 10 characteristics.
Participants shared stories that exemplified the strategic recruitment of people who could
exercise understanding and patience in their work environment, like forgiving supervisors
and co-workers. There was also evidence of programs that promoted appreciation,
collaboration and inclusion such as a cross-generational team responsible for building
professional learning communities and others that promoted learning, development and
growth. Garrison shared an example in his organization, “That’s one thing that [his
organization] supports and does a lot of good things—does the mentoring program and it
helps you get connected with the various demographics and what not to kind of help
educate yourself” (personal communication, June 1, 2010). Garrison’s for-profit
organization also required continuing education for managers that included on-line
training that was scheduled, tracked and reported from the time they were hired.
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Others were less formal, but helped sustain all 10 characteristics because it was just the
way things were. Garth shared such an example and told what was expected in his
Fostering Work Climate.
It’s funny to actually have to think about [his group] because to a certain degree it
is just ingrained, you know. To think about what specifically I do—I mean I
oversee our professional development requests to make sure that that remains a
priority for us. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
Participants spoke of formal training programs, leadership development programs,
mentoring programs and recruiting for diversity programs. Greta said it best.
We have professional development ladders for nursing, respiratory, and therapy
services that allow greater earning for additional degrees, certifications,
responsibilities, etc. We have a sabbatical program where people can pursue a
learning opportunity of interest, we support research, we support people going to
conferences, and we offer tuition assistance. As part of a larger healthcare system,
we also have a learning institute that offers personal development, on site degree
programs, clinical and process improvement learning opportunities to all staff.
(Personal communication, November 20, 2010)
Leadership and accountability. Greta ended her statement with, “Both our
system CEO and hospital president verbally promote ongoing learning for all” and
exemplified how the 10 characteristics are best sustained through leaders who support
and model them and who ensure people are held accountable for them in their work. A
number of participants mentioned the importance of leadership and accountability in their
workplaces relative to both contributing personal development and organization culture
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factors as well as their importance in sustaining a Fostering Work Climate. Bonnie, for
example, changed the direction of what she viewed as professional momentum created by
flawed research and sweeping generalizations and held her team accountable for staying
behind instead of joining in.
I watched our entire industry still to this day just grab onto that [the research] like,
oh my god, here’s the answer to everything. And, I know in one instance of a
president saying—we’re basing our whole recruitment on this [research]. I mean
here is a concept that has been, you know, totally accepted by everyone from one
end of the world to the next and it’s flawed. (Personal communication, March 26,
2010)
Barbara suggested that when communication breaks down in her organization, it was
always a leadership issue. Steven recalled an event in his organization that encapsulated
almost all 10 characteristics of a Fostering Work Climate in one example of a teamstructured project he lead, which he told while laughing about his own ignorance at the
time.
We wanted to make [his organization] work as a single [organization] not a
cluster of them. It was a process that none of us anticipated all of the differences,
and we had to work through each of those differences so that people could see for
themselves the usefulness of surrendering something. I think there was an element
of common good, we weren’t forcing it down their throats, we were saying look at
the practicality of building this [together]. (Personal communication, November
20, 2010)
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Bonnie said that as a leader she had to both model the behavior and hold people
accountable for their behavior. Interestingly enough, Mackenzie expected exactly that.
I think you need a boss that is going to feel that every person in the group is heard
and is valued. And, so I think leadership is really key to be able to have a group of
multi-generations working well together, you need to, everyone—well, maybe not
everyone, but this is me talking—I look to my leader to really keep everything
going and to keep the morale high and to keep people feeling like they’re valued
members of the team. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Finally, Steven, who shared a story of a near career-ending mistake said of his leaderboss at the time, “I said, you didn’t fire me! He said, of course not. You raised your hand.
You didn’t duck anything. You took responsibility” (personal communication, November
20, 2010).
Findings Summary
Participants in this study shared human stories about their mixed-birth generation
workplaces. Questions about times when things went well brought consistent responses
that resulted in contributing personal development and organization culture factors that
encompassed six behavior categories: self-awareness, stereotyping, communication,
learning, mentoring and coaching and technology. All six categories pointed to an
environment that when fostered through 10 participant-described characteristics could
lead to stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces. Questions about times when
things did not go well in their mixed birth generation workplace resulted in an equal
number of but antithetical behavior categories. One view might be that these stories
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provided contradictory data; another might be that my participant stories were candid,
authentic and reflected the reality of our very human mixed-birth generation workplaces.
The answer to the research question “How do organizations create and sustain
stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces?” was to create, cultivate and sustain a
Fostering Work Climate. Such a work climate was exemplified by ten characteristics
which demonstrated: 1) employee understanding and patience, 2) a shared value for
learning, growth and development, 3) appreciation for others and opportunities to
collaborate and include others, 4) expressions of reward and recognition beyond
monetary, 5) the importance of building relationships with diverse people, 6) humor and
fun in performing tasks and achieving goals, 7) the mission was clearly aligned with
employee personal values, 8) employee actions were driven by the mission, 9) an
organizational structure that reflected a team-based approach to work and problem
solving, and 10) employee willingness to take ownership and responsibility for both tasks
and outcome. This Fostering Work Climate was sustained through formal and informal
programs that cultivated, promoted and shaped it and leadership and accountability that
sustained it.
Chapter five provides further interpretation that supports the Fostering Work
Climate model grounded in these shared participant experiences. Also offered in chapter
five is discussion about the human composition of our mixed-birth generation
workplaces, the uniquely individual strengths people bring regardless of the year they
were born, and the importance of interacting with one another as individuals rather than
as a divided collective of people labeled by the generation of their birth.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
Motivated by an interest in a popular and peculiar trend that stereotyped people
by generation in the American workplace, I studied the lived experiences of 18 people
from four different generations who worked in mixed-birth generation workplaces in
America’s Midwest. My objective was to answer the research question: How do
organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces?
Summary
Whether we adhere to positivist or interpretive traditions, we do not gain an
autonomous theory, albeit one amendable to modification. Rather we are part of
our constructed theory and this theory reflects the vantage points inherent in our
varied experiences, whether or not we are aware of them (Charmaz, 2006, p. 149).
As chapter four indicated, I was diligent about following data collection and
coding processes for my research to assist in the emergence of theory grounded in my
participant experiences. I was also, as Charmaz suggested, part of the world I studied and
construction of my theory was influenced by past and present involvements and
interactions with people in my professional and personal lives. Themes in my
participant’s personal lived experiences converged with my own in four ways. First, it
was success stories in their mixed-birth generation workplaces that underscored
participant aversion to an innately human struggle with stereotyping; I live with both the
personal challenge to overcome a stereotype and struggle with my own contribution to
perpetuating stereotypes. Second, all participant experiences illustrated in some fashion
the importance of individual consideration in a mixed-birth generation workplace; most
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of my adult life was spent out-of-step with my chronological peers so the notion of
individuality is part of who I am. Themes in participant organizational experiences also
converged with my own. For example, when things went well in their mixed-birth
generation workplaces, participants told stories about respect, inclusion, collaboration,
and self-awareness; these outcomes mirror Organization Development (OD) Values of
respect and inclusion, authenticity, collaboration, self-awareness and empowerment,
which I personally espouse and put into action in my work as an OD practitioner. Finally,
the Fostering Work Climate model that emerged as the theory grounded in this research
describes a healthy workplace (Beckhard, 2006) and echoes the OD values (Jones &
Brazzel, 2005) I professionally embrace. The world is complicated and it is hard to be
confident that I know what is really going on in it. However, within the structure of the
four underlying themes previously mentioned and with considerable epistemological
modesty, I will discuss my research findings and their meaning in this chapter. I will also
suggest the study’s limitations and make recommendations for future research. Chapter
five begins, however, with a brief overview of the research problem, question,
methodology and results.
Overview of the Problem
The problem. As stated in chapter one, a recently popular American response to
the growing demographic trend of mixed-birth generation workplaces and the conflict
apparently inherent in such a mix was to stereotype by generation, elaborate on how and
why they were distinctly different, categorically predict their behavior in the workplace
and prescribe generalized management and interaction models (Bell, 2008; Burmeister,
2008; Deal, 2007; Dorset, 2008; Gravett & Throckmorton, 2007; Hicks & Hicks, 1999;
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Lancaster & Stillman, 2002; Licata, 2007; Marston, 2007; Siebert, 2008; Stanley-Garvey,
2007; Tulgan, 1995; Twenge, 2006; Zemke, et al., 2000).
The problem with this approach from my perspective was that stereotyping
worked against American workplace diversity (Abrams, et al., 2008; Kugelberg, 2006;
Levy, et al., 2009; Paulos, 2008; Treadway, et al., 2005; Wilson, et al., 1985). So, if
gender, racial and ethnic stereotyping were barriers to individual career advancement and
healthy workplaces, then generational stereotyping was certainly an equivalent. I
maintained that organization development practitioners needed a different response to the
relatively new phenomenon of mixed-birth generation workplaces in America. As such,
the purpose of this study was to surface a new way of thinking about mixed-birth
generation workplaces by discovering stereotype-free workplace behavior patterns in
answer to my research question: How do organizations create and sustain stereotype-free
mixed-birth generation workplaces? I chose Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz,
2006) as the best research methodology to answer this question.
The methodology. “Constructivists study how—and sometimes why—
participants construct meanings and actions in specific situations” (Charmaz, 2006, p.
130). I am a social constructivist and felt the methodology appropriate for me and for the
how and why nature of my research question. I identified 18 people from four different
birth generations who worked daily with others born in at least two generations other than
their own. Through face-to-face and telephone interviews, my participants shared
pertinent stories with me about their successful and unsuccessful lived experiences in
their respective mixed-birth generation workplaces. As the study progressed, I watched
for theory to emerge, going back and forth from the field collecting data, to coding data
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and memo writing, and back to the field again in what Charmaz (2006) describes as a zigzag like manner that manifested the following.
1.

I scheduled and recorded face-to-face and telephone interviews.

2.

I transcribed each interview.

3. I reviewed each transcript paragraph-by-paragraph and, guided by grounded
theory coding guidelines in a progressively more focused manner, coded each
transcript four times.
4. I wrote memos, another constructivist grounded theory tool noted in chapter
three, as themes surfaced; memos helped me to synthesize themes into
connected categories.
5. I further synthesized themes, noting dimensions, sociological impact,
interactions, and consequences in the workplace and coded more. Relationship
to and overlap between and among themes created more focused categories
that reflected participant voices.
6. I conducted follow up interviews to elaborate on and clarify my categories,
noted responses, coded again and wrote more memos.
7. As theory emerged, I identified a theoretical sampling of participants and
further examined the validity of my core category and grounded theory.
8. My core category and theory validated, I constructed a model to answer my
research question: How do organizations create and sustain stereotype-free,
mixed-birth generation workplaces?
The results. The zig-zag process (Charmaz, 2006) that characterizes
constructivist grounded theory research initially surfaced nine themes in participant
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stories: 1) generational assumptions, 2) nurturing workplace, 3) perception management,
4) supervisor as parent, 5) contextualizing current with past, 6) perpetuating generational
stereotypes, 7) technological skill gap, 8) self reflection and 9) fostering workplace.
Memo writing about each theme helped synthesize these nine themes down to seven,
disclosed connections between and among them and pointed to the fostering workplace as
the core category. Theoretical sample interviews supported my theory that two personal
development factors and four organization culture factors created and sustained a
fostering workplace.
Personal development factors included categories of self-awareness and
stereotyping; organization culture factors, included categories of communication,
learning, mentoring and coaching, and technology. The seventh category, fostering
workplace, suggested a work climate rather than place and became the core category to
which the other six pointed. A theory “grounded in the voices, actions and experiences”
(Goulding, 2002, p. 106) of the study’s participants surfaced and became one new way to
think about the mixed-birth generation workplace phenomenon in America. As Figure 5.1
illustrates, the theory suggested that a Fostering Work Climate is required to create and
sustain a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplace.

Figure 5.1. How do organizations create and sustain stereotype-free mixed-birth

generation workplaces.
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Discussion
My interpretation of the experiences shared with me in this study suggested that a
work climate that reflects 10 fostering characteristics shape the climate needed to create
and sustain a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplace. Participant stories about
times when things went well in their mixed-birth generation workplaces reflected work
climates that demonstrated: 1) understanding and patience, 2) learning, growth and
development, 3) strengths-based appreciation, collaboration and inclusion, 4) reward and
recognition, 5) relationship and diversity, 6) humor and fun, 7) a clear mission that was
aligned with employee values, 8) action that was mission-driven, 9) a team-based
organizational structure, and 10) employees who took ownership and responsibility for
their work.
Participants also suggested that, ideally, personal development and organization
culture factors were complementary and continuously contributed to that climate in order
to sustain it. For example, participants suggested that employees who had attained a high
level of self-awareness and resisted generational stereotyping were those who made the
biggest contribution to this culture. At the same time, participants said self-aware
employee contributions were further leveraged through organization cultures that
reflected the important interactions between and among communication, learning,
mentoring and coaching and technology. Theoretical sampling participants supported the
notion that contributing personal development and organization culture factors were
ongoing and required to create and sustain what became the core category of my
research, the Fostering Work Climate needed for stereotype-type free mixed-birth
generation workplaces. Also supported through theoretical sampling was the theory that
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personal development and organization culture factors could not stand alone in the
context of the model proposed; they needed each other to both create and sustain the
Fostering Work Climate that this study suggested was required for a stereotype-free
mixed-birth generation workplace. However, participant experiences suggested to me that
there was more to this story.
What follows is discussion about the underlying themes that were present in the
personal development and organization culture factors and which, from my perspective,
contributed to a Fostering Work Climate. First is a discussion about the underlying
themes of stereotyping and individuality in personal development factors that both
contributed and were barriers to creating and sustaining a Fostering Work Climate.
Building on the stereotyping discussion in chapter two, I offer additional insight and
possible explanation as to why Americans so easily stereotype, even when on an
intellectual level they know it to be risky. I also discuss the importance of changing that
inclination in today’s mixed birth-generation workplace. Conversely, also discussed is the
hard work and experience necessary to truly individualize in American society and,
therefore, mixed birth-generation workplaces. Finally, I offer discussion about what I
propose is an alignment of the values unique to the discipline of Organization
Development (OD) and the profile of a healthy organization with the ten characteristics
of a Fostering Work Climate.
Underlying Themes
Stereotyping
An underlying theme in this research, particularly in the context of personal
development factors, was stereotyping. Stereotype constructions begin early in childhood
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as part of human socialization (Harris, 2006) and are tools to help humans make sense of
their respective worlds. Humans want to know what makes people tick and stereotyping
can be a shortcut. That stereotyping is an innately human behavior perhaps explained the
inconsistency within my participant’s lived experiences: On one hand they shared how
inclusion, collaboration and appreciation of generational differences in their workplaces
helped them to succeed; on the other, they shared negative stereotypes based on faulty
assumptions about the very same people in the very same workplace. Participants also
seemed to suggest that stereotyping is, indeed, the easiest way to first make sense of
things. For example, Bonnie, who lumped all people of an older generation into a
category of biding time and contributing little, was asked if that meant that everyone of
that generation was the same. She responded, “Of course it doesn’t, but it’s easier to start
from there and now, prove me wrong” (personal communication, March 26, 2010).
Participant Stanton also speculated as to why Americans stereotype.
It’s hard—maybe somewhat harder work to deal with each individual in a
respectful, personal kind of way. You’ve gotta spend some time with them, you
know, and [if you] put everybody in the same kind of classification you don’t
have to worry about some of those things. You just go forward [with your
assumptions]. (Personal communication, December 6, 2010)
Once a stereotype is established, though, an accumulation of experiences
inconsistent with first assumptions is required in order to change an otherwise pervasive
classification or generalization. Referring to the power of the relationship system in
human development, Harris (2006) gave hope for this required change to counter
stereotyping.
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If you have no other information about a person, the categorization mechanism
[of the socialization system] kicks in, and it does its work largely on an
unconscious level. But once you have established a page in your peopleinformation lexicon for a particular individual, the relationship system clamors to
be heard. Now you have two different systems telling you things about the same
individual. One of the clues that two different systems are involved in regulating
behavior is that they occasionally issue conflicting orders. The conflicts between
the categorization mechanism and the relationship system are palpable, familiar,
and sometimes dramatic. I love Juliet but Juliet is a Capulet. I hate Jews but some
of my best friends are Jews. Boys are yucky but after school I play with Andrew.
(p. 193)
In their research about groups and stereotyping, Rydell, Hugenberg, Ray and Mackie
(2007) found that people’s implicit (unexpressed) theories about groups of one kind or
another influenced stereotyping and suggested that one way to change a person’s use of
stereotypes was “…by changing their implicit theories about groups” (p. 557). Using
Harris’ three-system structure, one way to change these implicit theories is through
individual relationships that challenge the stereotyping paradigms of human socialization.
While not unique in the world, the American culture has an unflattering history of
faulty assumptions that lead to stereotyping—racial, ethnic, sex, age and gender. Despite
textbooks and diversity training and legislation to curb the devastating consequences of
the bias that results, stereotyping remains. That said, on one hand stereotyping is alive
and well in American Society; on the other, some stereotyping is no longer as pervasive.
For example, it is now socially acceptable for men to be nurses, for women to be CEOs
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of corporations or serve in the military and it is no longer uncommon for people of color
to lead successful American organizations, including the country itself. However,
American media continue to perpetuate stereotypes that objectify women in sexy beer
commercials, generalize older men as seeking sexual performance drugs, and suggest that
all women of a certain age want to look younger than their chronological years. Then
again, turn the television channel and Americans can learn the truth about the
contribution of the all African-American Buffalo soldiers or a southern grade school
teacher’s efforts to educate her fourth grade class about bias and racism through a project
focused on the Holocaust. For chronological generations, Americans simultaneously
perpetuated and challenged stereotypes about gender, race, sexual orientation, and
socioeconomic status to either maintain (or challenge) the dominant order and to make
sense of the world. In the context of perpetuating stereotypes in organizations, Schein
(1999b) offered an explanation.
Organizational cultures ultimately are embedded in the national cultures in which
the organization operates. Thus, the deeper assumptions of the national culture
come to be reflected in the organization through the assumptions and beliefs of its
founders, leaders and members. (p. 48)
It perhaps comes naturally, then, for American organizations faced for the first
time with the challenge of working with four different generations in the workplace, to
jump on a bandwagon, which stereotypes those generations in search of an easy answer
to managing this new and unique mix. It is perhaps also natural that they sometimes
simultaneously challenge the generational stereotypes that rapidly became an acceptable
habit at both national and organizational levels. Generational stereotypes took a harmful
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place in the American workplace. In search of a way to make better sense of the mixed
birth-generation workplace phenomenon, Americans opened their organization doors to
suggestions that generational stereotyping could provide insight and increase
understanding of differences. As cited in chapter four, Galen’s interview suggested that
insight and understanding could, indeed, result. However, as evidenced by the plethora of
books and articles on the subject of intergenerational conflict in the workplace, the more
likely effect is that generational stereotyping further develops implicit theories about
groups that are then necessary to change. At best, generational stereotyping likely delays
and, at worst, likely compromises true understanding of workplace generational
differences. Labeling groups of people by the generation of their birth, predicting their
collective behavior and prescribing management strategies to cope with that behavior
works against the progress made in American workplaces around valuing diversity. Still,
generational stereotyping has become one more diversity obstacle to overcome in today’s
American workplace.
As participant stories in this research suggested, a transformational event that
contradicted generational stereotypes and that lead to questioning, challenging and
avoiding stereotyping was required at an individual level to overcome this now pervasive
organization obstacle. Barbara, for example, unexpectedly witnessed a younger person
with a well developed skill set for a job she had previously assumed anyone could do and
Steven gained a greater understanding of the position his younger course developer
colleagues needed to take in projects from a newly acquired awareness of their job
responsibilities (personal communication, May 6, 2010; November 24, 2010). Further,
and as cited in chapter four, a self-aware Gail mentioned her transformation through
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exceptions she has personally encountered within generational stereotypes, like the
technology savvy Silent generation person or the Millennial who are “fuddy-duddies”
and said “I love it when those experiences happen to challenge my stereotypes because
it’s just a good reminder to me not to judge” (personal communication, May 6, 2010).
Millennial participant, Miles, seemed to clearly understand the importance of avoiding
stereotyping in his mixed-birth generation workplace.
I think it deters from what you’re there [in the workplace] to do in the first place.
You know, for me, it’s to support the educational needs of the institution. And, if
I can’t get past stereotypes of older or younger generations, then I’m not going to
be as effective at doing my job. (Personal communication, November 24, 2010)
Consistent with the findings in my research, Gail was perhaps on to something when she
reflectively ended her interview with, “I don’t know, I wonder if some of the things that I
thought were generational were actually not generational, but just different [individual]
strengths” (personal communication, May 6, 2010).
Individuality
Another underlying theme in the context of personal development factors was
individuality—the need to be considered as an individual as well as the need to consider
individuality in the context of a mixed-birth generation workplace. Building on the
argument against stereotyping is another that suggests to me that one answer to this
mixed-birth generation workplace puzzle lies in human individuality. For example, in an
attempt to explain why even twins acquired different personalities, Harris (2006)
suggested that humans develop personalities through interaction with three variable
systems over a lifetime. First, the relationship system helps to establish favorable
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relationships with others through the collection of information about them stored
separately in our brains and organized by individual. The relationship system kicks in at
birth and lasts a lifetime and Harris suggested that humans are always consciously aware
of its presence. Second, the socialization system helps humans identify with a group,
adopt group behaviors, collect information about social categories and create prototypes
(not yet stereotypes) about those categories. Most of this activity takes place in the
human sub-conscious, is ingrained in our brains through the sub-conscious and must be
deliberately accessed at the conscious level to even begin to understand its imprints. The
third system is the status system where humans match their own ability against that of a
peer and creates a desire to be better than a peer. Through this system humans gather
information about status (theirs and that of others) in a number of ways—the frequency
of eye-gazes given to or received by others or an assessment of hierarchy and perceived
power. Some of this activity in the status system can happen unconsciously, but most is
conscious thought. The message here is that human personalities vary,
… in part because people have different genes, in part because even people with
the same genes have slightly different brains, in part because even people with the
same genes have different social experiences…. Identical twins have different
social experiences because the members of their community see them as unique
individuals. (Harris, 2006, p. 247)
Human interaction within the relationship, socialization and status systems make
people uniquely individual, regardless of gene pool and certainly regardless of birth
generation. Further, from a human development standpoint, individuality likely increases
with age and experience. For example, in their 2003 auto-photographic study, Dollinger
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and Dollinger described individualists as people who define themselves “… by their
ideas, dreams, and imagination rather than be defined by their social behavior or by the
groups with which they associate” (p. 228) and found evidence for “greater uniqueness,
interiority, and seriousness of purpose—all suggestive of individuality—in adulthood” (p.
227). So, before humans can always see people as individuals and consider situations in
the workplace in individual context, they need to be open to and acquire experiences that
contradict the sub-conscious messages of the socialization system. In the mixed birthgeneration workplace, this requires time, opportunity and transformational events or
triggers that increase self-awareness and habituate an employee’s ability to consider the
individual in any context rather than the group to which they allegedly belong.
My participants seemed to understand the importance of individuality. Galen said
he could not allow himself to use the same leadership style or communication style in a
one-size-fits-all manner, Glenna looked for ways to make others feel their opinions and
values were important and indicated if she were responsible for developing a mixed-birth
generation workplace, she would,
… go back to that same thing of maintaining or developing trust between
individual people, the people that are working there—you’ve got to provide
opportunities to spend time together that’s structured and professional as well as
informal and social. So, you’d have those individual connections—that’s it—it
cannot be that we just do our individual job and then go home. (Personal
communication, December 29, 2009)
Garrison spoke about the importance of honoring individual communication preferences
for phone calls or email or face-to-face to keep everyone in the loop. Gail talked about
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the importance of individual lenses looking at the same thing and resulting in a better
outcome and how poisonous a single person with a bad attitude can be to everyone in a
group. Finally, three of my participants perhaps expressed their individuality in their
resistance to the generational stereotype in which I had placed them. All three
participants were Generation X who preferred to be identified with a different
generational category because they did not feel like they fit the one assigned. One
preferred identification as Millennial but even then did not feel it was a good fit.
… [Millennial] have willingness to try new things, new technology, liking to have
goals in mind and have a structured work environment. I’m not—I don’t like
really working in teams, you know [so that’s not a fit] but it’s more of my
personality to identify with a lot of those [other] traits. (Personal communication,
May 6, 2010)
Another preferred to be identified as a Baby Boomer because she did not feel like she fit
in the Generation X stereotype as she understood it. As cited in chapter four, the last of
the three preferred to be identified as a Baby Boomer because of the stereotype of a
strong work ethic, as compared to Generation X people, who stereotypically do not. In
these instances, participants seemed to want to set themselves apart from one stereotype
and suggested individuality, but oddly enough expressed desire to be stereotyped with
another. That is understandable enough; after all, this study was about generations in the
workplace and people naturally gravitated to that topic as a result. Still, it was interesting
to me that even expressions of individuality were shared within the context of a preferred
group as popularly stereotyped. Participants willingly stereotyped themselves; none of
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my participants personally resisted the notion of being generationally stereotyped or
expressed a preference for no generational label at all.
Organization Development Values
I perceived an alignment of the values unique to the discipline of Organization
Development (OD) with a Fostering Work Climate’s ten characteristics. As editors of the
National Training Handbook of Organization Development, Jones and Brazzel (2006)
indicated OD values and values themes evolved over time, suggesting a parallel response
to the changes in organizations over time. For example, Bennis’ 1969 themes of
legitimizing human factors and feelings, interpersonal competence, choice, organic
systems, team management, intergroup understanding and conflict resolution are
certainly still pertinent in organizations. But, as further cited in the handbook, Church’s
2003 principles of practice that include authenticity and openness, respect, diversity,
inclusiveness, integrity, ethics, empowerment, collaboration, democratic processes, selfawareness and confidentiality perhaps better reflect the current need in organizations and
echo what my participants suggested were required in a stereotype-free mixed-birth
generation workplace. Again over time, a working statement of OD values was
developed, revised in 2000, and endorsed by the professional OD community, of which I
consider myself a member. They remain a comprehensive set of values for practitioners
who focus on the needs of others and who believe “… in the use of self as the instrument
of change in helping others” (Jones, et al., 2006, p. 62) and also mirror in remarkable
ways the stories my participants told about times when their work together in their
mixed-birth generation workplaces was successful.
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Authenticity and openness. The OD values statement guided practitioners in
their personal conduct and suggested that authenticity, openness and “… to be who we
really are and not a set of personas” (Jones, et al., 2006, p. 62) was critical in working
with others. My participants shared stories about the importance of increased selfawareness in their successful work together, often sparked by a triggering
transformational event that allowed them to become more self-aware, confident, authentic
and open to others.
Whole person. The OD values statement suggested practitioners acknowledge the
complexity of the whole person, “… intellectual, emotional, spiritual, physical” (Jones, et
al., 2006, p. 62) and my participants told stories about the positive effects of considering
the complexity of people in an individual context (as opposed to the relative simplicity of
a group) when it came to communication styles, learning styles, coaching needs and
technology skill sets.
Open communication, understanding, accountability and trust. The OD
values statement encouraged open communication between people so as to gain a deeper
understanding and to be accountable and trustworthy. My participants said that when
things went well for them in their mixed-birth generation organizations, communication
was open, honest and frequent across their organization, and that leaders held people
accountable resulting in increased trust and respect between and among their
organizational peers.
Respect, dignity and diversity. Other values included in the OD statement were
respect, dignity and diversity. These values mirrored participant success stories about
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appreciation of others, inclusion that dignified everyone, and attributed quality mixedbirth generation relationships to times when things went well for them.
Democratic process, empowerment, responsibility, collaboration and power
of the group. My participants referenced democratic process throughout their stories
about when things went well, pointed to team structures where people stepped up to do
what was needed at the time or took responsibility for either a necessary change in
direction or mistakes from which they learned together. Their stories about collaboration
in their mixed-birth generation workplaces were always in the context of success. The
NTL Handbook chapter outlining values cited here ended with a paragraph emphasizing
that OD values are the foundation for practice and require practitioner commitment to
their “desired intention” (Jones, et al., 2006, p. 63). The Fostering Work Climate that my
research suggested was the foundation for a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation
workplace likely requires the same level of organization buy-in and commitment to its
desired intention.
Similarly, the OD Network’s Organization and Human Systems Development
Credo (2008) used in the practice of the OD discipline also echoes the values, process
and outcome of an effort to create a Fostering Work Climate.
We believe that human beings and human systems are interdependent
economically, politically, socially, culturally and spiritually, and that their mutual
effectiveness is grounded in fundamental principles, which are reflected in the
primary values that guide our practice. Among those values are: respect for
human dignity, integrity, and worth; freedom, choice, and responsibility; justice
and fundamental human rights; compassion; authenticity, openness, and honesty;
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learning, growth, and empowerment; understanding and respecting differences;
cooperation, collaboration, trust, diversity, and community; excellence,
alignment, effectiveness, and efficiency; democracy, meaningful participation,
and appropriate decision-making; and synergy, harmony, and peace.
(http://www.odnetwork.org/aboutod/credo.php#credo)
The interdependency of personal development and organization culture factors in the
Fostering Work Climate model mirrors the beliefs about human beings and human
systems outlined in this credo. Further, a mixed-birth generation organization that
succeeds in becoming a Fostering Work Climate with characteristics that reflect the OD
Network’s credo values, becomes not only stereotype-free but likely also becomes a
healthy organization.
The Healthy Organization
I also saw an alignment of a Fostering Work Climate with Beckhard’s (2006)
profile of a healthy organization. The outcome of OD practice is, in fact, a healthy
organization; a Fostering Work Climate as a healthy organization is perhaps one fresh
lens through which American organizations can create and sustain a stereotype-free
mixed-birth generation workplace. As mentioned in chapter two, Beckhard (2006)
suggested OD practitioners could measure the health of an organization the same way
people measure a person’s health and profiled a healthy organization in ways that I
interpreted as parallel to those of a Fostering Work Climate (FWC). Like the profile of a
healthy organization, a FWC can:
•

Transform the work it does into goods and services by taking mission-driven
action, one of its ten characteristics;
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•

Act on information from all parts of the organization, sustain open
communication and encourage participative decision-making through fostering
contributing organization culture factors that value open communication and by
fostering collaborative and inclusive behaviors;

•

Have a strong sense of purpose through the characteristic that reflects a clear
mission aligned with the personal values of its employees;

•

Manage people predominantly through teamwork by creating team-based
organization structures, another required characteristic;

•

Have wide and immediate access to the information it needs through contributing
organization culture factors that include fostering an appreciation for immediate
and appropriate use of information technology;

•

Balance reward with the work that’s done and support employee development
through characteristics that reflect encouragement of employee growth and
development and non-monetary reward and recognition;

•

Operate its business in a learning mode by becoming learning adaptive and,
therefore, reflecting characteristics of learning, growth and development;

•

Recognize and appreciate diverse thinking styles through organization
characteristics that reflect a value for relationships and diversity sustained by
employees who are self-aware and do not perpetuate stereotypes;

•

Encourage and support work-life balance through characteristics of
understanding and patience; and
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•

Hold people accountable for efficiency and effectiveness through formal and
informal programs supported and modeled by leadership and employees who take
ownership and responsibility for their respective actions.
Research Implications
Schein (1999b) wrote,
… the essence of culture is these jointly learned values, beliefs, and assumptions
that become shared and taken for granted as the organization continues to be
successful. It is important to remember that they resulted from a joint learning
process. Originally, they were just in the heads of founders and leaders. They
became shared and taken for granted only as the new members of the organization
realize that the beliefs, values and assumptions of their founders led to
organizational success and so must be “right.” (p. 20)

The admitted mix of contributing and barrier behaviors as told through my participant
stories perhaps suggested that assumptions about the risks of generational stereotyping in
their mixed-birth generation workplaces are implied but not expressed at this point. The
consistency with which participants admitted to mixed behaviors also perhaps suggested
that generational stereotyping is already an accepted practice in American workplaces.
The commitment to creating and sustaining a Fostering Work Climate, therefore, should
likely include a joint learning process until the values inherent in such a culture become
shared and the ten characteristics and associated contributor behaviors suggested by this
research are taken for granted and visibly in action.
Generational stereotyping is a liability to mixed-birth generation American
workplaces. Recruitment, hiring, promotion, and job assignment decisions made through
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the lens of a generational stereotype can easily become discriminatory. Further, when
Americans stereotype others in their mixed-birth generation workplaces, they risk
applying faulty assumptions to someone’s disadvantage and potentially compromise the
future of their organization. Generational stereotyping creates an avoidable barrier to the
following American workplace demographic trends and recommended actions:
•

In 2010, 40.4% of adults in the American workplace will be between ages 4564 and qualify for retirement (Gist & Hetzel, 2004; National Institute on
Aging, 2007). These numbers suggest a staggering amount of knowledge
transfer will be needed to sustain organizational success.

•

Mixed-birth generation workplaces will be around for a while. Researchers
recommend that institutions of higher education prepare graduates in all
disciplines to work in a multigenerational environment, employing
pedagogical strategies that change attitudes and build intergenerational
relationships (Hanks & Icenogle, 2001).

•

Better time management and work-life balance issues remain constants in
today’s American workplace; younger generations bring a fresh lens through
which everyone could learn to view and perhaps change them (Bell, 2008;
Burmeister, 2008; Finch, 2007; Lancaster & Stillman, 2002).

•

Technology has become an interwoven fabric of American organizations and
requires everyone to learn “… new ways to do old stuff” (Prensky, 2001a, p.
5). Generation X grew up with technology and expect to use it, Millennial
consider technology to be a natural part of the day-to-day world in which they
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live. As digital natives, both generations are resources to digital immigrants
(older generations) in the mixed-birth generation workplace (Bennis, 2002).
•

In the face of a retirement tsunami (Finch, 2007), organizations can prepare
for the impending knowledge gap created by retiring Baby Boomers through
succession planning, which “requires actively listening to and among all
workers to ensure that workers are not viewing one another, especially those
of other generations, through a narrow, generational frame of reference”
(Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007, p. 359).

Testing
An organization that considers using this study’s Fostering Work Climate model
as a tool to help create and sustain a stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplace
should perhaps first test the model’s potential using Argyris’ (2000) four tests.
Specifically, 1) Does the FWC model specify the detailed, concrete behaviors required to
achieve it? 2) Is the FWC model crafted to include causal statement designs, i.e., what
specifically causes a FWC (and vice versa)? 3) Does the model teach the required skills
to implement the FWC? 4) Does it consider context for implementation, i.e., best fit for
successful implementation?
Limitations of the Study
In addition to testing, an organization considering the use of the FWC model
should also consider the study’s limitations. First, the Midwest is culturally different from
other regions of the United States; theories that surface for this region may not be
relevant to workplaces in other regions of the United States. Second, human behavior is
shaped by the experiences people have with the social forces around them; not all people
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share the same experiences. Immigrants to the Midwest, for instance, do not share the
American generational history that was core to the generational descriptors that prompted
this research. In addition, persons of color were not represented in the sample populations
used in this study and while some persons of color might share American generational
history, they may not perceive generational stereotyping in the same ways as this study’s
participants. Third, the subjects in this study did not share the same experiences and
interpreted their respective experiences in their workplaces differently. Further, the study
population was not deliberately socioeconomically diverse. While perhaps sharing the
same American generational history, socioeconomic diversity in the context of this study
could result in different findings. For these reasons, the concepts and theory that surfaced
as a result of study participants’ shared experiences are not meant to be applicable to
other workplaces in the Midwest or elsewhere. Finally, the distinction between
generalizing and stereotyping can be subtle to some people. As mentioned in chapter one,
generalizing is helpful if it leads to further examination of individual fit; stereotyping is
unexamined assumptions about a person categorized within a group (Taylor, 2005). That
said, I did not deliberately call attention to this distinction in my participant interviews.
As a result, participant responses to interview questions in the context of generational
stereotyping were influenced by their unique and unquestioned understanding of both
terms. I interpreted participant shared experiences and, therefore, influenced coding and
outcome. I do not claim neutrality or objectivity as the researcher; my experience
admittedly influenced the study and my interpretation was not expected to be exact. In
fact,“… the very understanding gained from the theory rests on the theorist’s
interpretation of the studied phenomenon” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 126).
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Recommendations for Further Research
As part of the theory constructed here, I wondered about several things which I
recommend be explored in further research. First, while my participants were age and
gender diverse, there were no people of color in my sampling. Would persons of color in
a mixed-birth generation workplace perceive a need for a stereotype-free mixed-birth
generation work environment or perceive a Fostering Work Climate as having the
potential to provide a stereotype-free culture? Would generational stereotyping in the
face of other types of stereotyping be a worthwhile issue for them to ponder? Interpretive
research with a broader sampling that strategically included persons of color might better
answer these questions.
Second, while I did not collect demographic data about participant socioeconomic class, I think it is safe to say my participants were all in the middle to uppermiddle class range in American society. An interpretive study that builds on this model
but includes people belonging to a socioeconomic demographic different from that in this
study elicit similar notions of generational stereotyping in their mixed-birth generation
workplaces? And again, would generational stereotyping in the American workplace be a
worthwhile issue for a more socioeconomically diverse study population?
A third question relates to parenting and whether or not parenting experience
specifically contributes or is a barrier to creating and sustaining a Fostering Work
Climate? While I did not collect demographic data about participant parenting
experience, the topic of parenting surfaced several times in the study in the context of
leadership, learning, growth and development as well as around increased self-awareness
and the joy (or not) of working with younger people. Positivistic research with this
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study’s population in the context of parenting roles, responsibilities and experience might
disclose additional findings to support or challenge this study’s outcomes.
A fourth recommendation for further research is around the role of leaders in
developing and sustaining a Fostering Work Climate. For example, I was struck by
Bonnie’s interview and the pure joy expressed as she appreciated the differences the three
generations in her workplace brought. Referencing how everyone in her workplace are in
different places developmentally, she commented, “… it’s rejuvenating—when you have
all different ages in the workplace, you literally are celebrating the smaller things of life
and the larger things of life” (personal communication, March 26, 2010). These life
passages and their celebration seem to go hand-in-hand with this participant’s view of her
role as leader in this workplace—one of developer. An interpretive follow up study of a
leader-only population might, for example, answer the research question: Is a leaderdeveloper mindset a requirement for creating and sustaining a Fostering Work Climate?
Technology was the category I initially thought was surfacing as core to this
study; for some time participant references to technology pointed me in the direction of it
being a predominant divider among generations in mixed-birth generation workplaces.
As the model suggests, however, technology interaction is but one of six contributing and
barrier categories. Still, technology surfaced so frequently (all participants mentioned
technology issues at least once) that I think it warrants some further exploration. For
example, using Prensky’s (2001a; 2001b) digital native (first language) and immigrant
(second language) analogy, a positivistic case study might disclose the processes for
teaching and acquiring the language of technology and answer a research question about
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the extent to which a technology immigrant’s accent perpetuates generational
stereotyping.
Finally, at the end of each of my interviews, I reminded my participants about the
last two decades in the American workplace and the importance placed on diversity and
increasing our sensitivities in kind. People would not today see, I reminded them, a book
entitled, How to Manage Women in Today’s Workplace, or How to Manage African
Americans in Today’s Workplace or How to Manage Men in Today’s Workplace on the
shelves at bookstores. With that fresh in their mind, I asked my participants why they
thought the current trend to stereotype people in the workplace by generation was
apparently okay? In most cases, participants paused, reflected, and said, well, it’s not
okay. Most then proceeded to rationalize generational stereotyping in some way (it’s
safer, it’s not as threatening, it’s not as personal, it crosses age/race/ethnicity), with
growing degrees of discomfort. I then asked what they thought the downside of
stereotyping generations in American workplaces might be. Their answers included, “I
think stereotyping depending on what you’re doing with it can be harmful, but it can also
be good …” and “… [you risk] losing some very talented people …” and “… potentially
you lose the value that every individual can contribute …” and “… people are going to
jump to conclusions and interpret it as negative right out of the gate …” and “… if you’re
an employer and you’re screening based on generation, you can get into big trouble”
(personal communication, March 26, 2010; May 6, 2010; December 6, 2010; June 1,
2010; December 15, 2010). In the spirit of Schein’s (1999a) every interaction is an
intervention and intervention in the service of learning, it might be of value to do
positivistic survey research with this study’s participants to measure any change in
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participant interactions or approaches to their mixed-birth generation workplace as a
result of participation in this research. Or, further interpretive research with this study’s
participants might disclose how their perceptions of people in their mixed-birth
generation workplace were challenged as a result of their participation in this research. In
either instance, a precursor and overarching question, however, might be: Are Americans
able to overcome stereotyping behavior in America? One participant has perhaps already
provided one answer to that question.
I don’t know if you can teach people to be open to learning and I don’t know if
you can teach people to challenge the stereotypes they have in their head. I
haven’t yet decided if that’s something you can teach or if it’s just either you have
it or you don’t. I just don’t know. (Personal communication, May 6, 2010)
Personal Reflection
My interest in this research topic stemmed from a number of personal and
professional experiences that simply contradicted what I read and heard about in popular
press and media. I never, for example, kept pace with the popular notions about the
generation to which I chronologically belong. I came of age during and was influenced
by the Vietnam War, sexual revolution, women’s movement, race riots and political
assassinations of the 1960s. I was, however, never a contributing member of any counterculture, Hippie subculture or free speech movement. Those were typically college
experiences afforded peers who had the financial means at the time to attend college; my
high school years were spent preparing for gainful employment and marriage. While my
chronological counterparts participated in demonstrations of one kind or another (with
which I empathized), I was raising a young family on a military base in the Texas desert.
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With little in common and the geographical separation of a half dozen states, I quickly
lost touch with adolescent and young adult peers and never reconnected.
I was in my 40s with two children before I attended and completed my first
degree at an all-women’s college; my peers became women who were generations older
and younger than I but shared an academic experience. I remain in a long-term
relationship with a man a generation younger than I, my children are almost a generation
apart, and my personal friends are chronologically members of the Millennial, Generation
X, Baby Boomer and Silent generations. Our dinner parties and social outings are always
generation-diverse. I have Silent generation friends who, as Gail put it, “make us all
better just by being in the building” (personal communication, May 6, 2010) and as
Strout said in Olive Kitteridge, my youngest friends do not steer the world to hell as most
people like to think is the younger generation’s job; rather, my younger friends are
“hopeful and good–and that’s how it should be” (Kindle Location 1315, 2008).
I do not plan for retirement to a warmer climate like most of my chronological
peers; instead, I am part of a doctoral cohort represented by two generations of people
other than my own and only now write the paper that most people with this goal complete
in their thirties. I am technology-savvy rather than technology-averse; I always own the
latest i-whatever, download and use popular applications and games, my music all comes
from an iTunes account and I use Facebook™ daily to broaden and stay connected with
my social network. I do not listen to oldies; I prefer heavy metal. Recent Christmas gifts
from my children and grandchildren were an Xbox 360™, Rock Band™, Guitar Hero™
and a Kinect™. Although arthritis impedes the skill level I can achieve, these
technologies help me stay connected with my teenaged grandson in a truly digital
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immigrant to digital native way. I like that I might bring years of experience to any
discussion but still be young-enough minded to be open to other possibilities. Most of the
time, I like that my hair is gray and do not mind my wrinkles. What I do mind is the
popular suggestion that because I am chronologically part of a generation, I am expected
to behave within the confines of a certain behavior set at work and elsewhere. Finally, I
do not experience (nor do I look for) criticism for being out of step with my generational
cohort and attribute that to an increased and widespread understanding of the importance
of individuality in my culture. On the other hand, I may simply be one benefactor of a
widely accepted, never-grow-old baby boomer stereotype.
America’s workforce made strides to overcome ethnic, racial and gender
stereotyping behaviors and America’s laws helped hold people accordingly accountable.
To suggest it was now acceptable to stereotype populations of people by their birth
generation was a step backwards in my mind. And, it threatened my individuality. This
study suggested that I am not alone. Like my participants, in some ways, I am like my
chronological peers, in others I am not. Also like my research participants, my unique
circumstances, experiences and individual mind-set—not my generational stereotype—
have influenced who I am, how I interact with those in my life and in my workplace and
how I work to avoid perpetuating stereotypes. As this study suggested, a work climate
that fosters an understanding of that individuality is perhaps one way to create and sustain
stereotype-free mixed-birth generation workplaces in America.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Email Recruitment Message - Convenience Sampling
Hi, [name].
The time has come!
I’m finally beginning research for my dissertation – the final step toward completion of
my doctorate in Organization Development at the University of St. Thomas. I know
we’ve talked before, but this email makes my informal request for your help in this
process official; I hope you’re still willing and able to help me with my final project in
two ways:
1. Agree to an interview as a participant in my study; and
2. Help me find other potential and willing participants for my study.
First, it’s probably helpful to learn a little about the specific purpose of my study.
You’ve heard the generational descriptors – the Silent generation, the Baby Boomers, the
Gen Xers and the Millennials. By birth year, we all belong to one and you’ve likely seen
or read one of many popular books on working with or managing this multi-generational
group people in the workplace. In fact, for the first time ever, American workplaces are
intergenerational – employing three and sometimes four generations of people who
compete for the same jobs and who work side-by-side toward common organizational
goals. Current demographics indicate this age-diverse workplace scenario will likely not
change for several years.
I am concerned about the short- and long-term effects of current and popular generational
stereotyping on our workplaces and am conducting research to discover stereotype-free
intergenerational workplace behavior patterns. My research has significance because I
think it’s of benefit to learn ways to leverage this new age-diversity in our workplaces
rather than perpetuate generational divides.
I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my study:
1. Currently work in an intergenerational (where at least three or four generations of
people are employed), workplace in the Midwest.
2. Currently interact at least weekly with those in their workplace who by birth year
are commonly identified with a generation other than their own.
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3. Weekly (at least) interaction is in full or in part for the purpose of achieving a
common organizational task or goal.
Participation for you and those whom you recommend is voluntary. My sincere thanks
and the rewards of being part of the study are perhaps intangible benefits to you; there is
no monetary reward for participation. However, to add a little fun and by way of small
thanks, a random, single drawing from participant names for a $100 gift certificate of
their choosing will be held at the conclusion of the study.
I know your life is full. But, please give some thought to a) participating in the study
yourself, and b) providing me with contact information for people you know who meet
the above criteria.
Some final, next-step details are necessary here.
1. If you personally meet the criteria above, please contact me via email at
linda.halverson@gmail.com. We can talk further about consent forms and mutually
convenient times for an interview.
2. If you can share the names of others who meet the criteria, I will be forever grateful
for their contact information (email address, phone or both). Please understand that I
will not be able to disclose to you whether or not they agreed to participate.
3. If it’s more convenient for you to forward this email to others you feel meet this
criteria, this would work as well. Again, I am grateful.
Please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about your own
participation or that of others you’re willing to refer.
Warm regards,

Linda Carey Halverson
Doctoral Candidate
University of St. Thomas
Organization Learning & Development
(651) 269-9077
lchalverson@stthomas.edu
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Appendix B
E-Mail Recruitment Letter – Snowball Sampling
Dear [name],
My name is Linda Halverson. I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. Thomas
beginning my research on the topic of Intergenerational Workplaces. You were referred
to me by [referee name] as someone who works in an intergenerational workplace with
three or more generations and who might be interested in participating in my research
study.
First, it’s probably helpful to learn a little about the specific purpose of my study.
You’ve heard the generational descriptors – the Silent generation, the Baby Boomers, the
Gen Xers and the Millennials. By birth year, we all belong to one and you’ve likely seen
or read one of many popular books on working with or managing this multi-generational
group people in the workplace. In fact, for the first time ever, American workplaces are
intergenerational – employing three and sometimes four generations of people who
compete for the same jobs and who work side-by-side toward common organizational
goals. Current demographics indicate this age-diverse workplace scenario will likely not
change for several years.
I am concerned about the short- and long-term effects of current and popular generational
stereotyping on our workplaces and am conducting research to discover stereotype-free
intergenerational workplace behavior patterns. My research has significance because I
think it’s of benefit to learn ways to leverage this new age-diversity in our workplaces
rather than perpetuate generational divides.
I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my study:
1. Currently work in an intergenerational (where at least three or four
generations of people are employed), workplace in the Midwest.
2. Currently interact at least weekly with those in their workplace who by birth
year are commonly identified with a generation other than their own.
3. Weekly (at least) interaction is in full or in part for the purpose of achieving a
common organizational task or goal.
Participation for you is voluntary. My sincere thanks and the rewards of being part of the
study are perhaps intangible benefits to you; there is no monetary reward for
participation.
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I would sincerely appreciate your consideration to participating in my study. If you are
interested in helping with this research, the next-step would simply be to contact me via
return email to lchalverson@stthomas.edu.
We can talk more about consent forms and mutually convenient times for an interview. In
the meantime, please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about
your participation.
Sincerely,

Linda Carey Halverson
Doctoral Candidate
University of St. Thomas
Organization Learning & Development
(651) 269-9077
lchalverson@stthomas.edu
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Appendix C
Email Recruitment Message – Theoretical Sampling
Dear [name].
My name is Linda Halverson. I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. Thomas
doing research on the topic of intergenerational workplaces. Specifically, I am interested
in learning more about [category/concept] and I’m thinking you might be able to help..
First, it’s probably helpful to learn a little about the specific purpose of my study.
You’ve heard the generational descriptors – the Silent generation, the Baby Boomers, the
Gen Xers and the Millennials. By birth year, we all belong to one and you’ve likely seen
or read one of many popular books on working with or managing this multi-generational
group people in the workplace. In fact, for the first time ever, American workplaces are
intergenerational – employing three and sometimes four generations of people who
compete for the same jobs and who work side-by-side toward common organizational
goals. Current demographics indicate this age-diverse workplace scenario will likely not
change for several years.
I am concerned about the short- and long-term effects of current and popular generational
stereotyping on our workplaces and am conducting research to discover stereotype-free
intergenerational workplace behavior patterns. My research has significance because I
think it’s of benefit to learn ways to leverage this new age-diversity in our workplaces
rather than perpetuate generational divides.
I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my study:
1. Currently work in an intergenerational (where at least three or four
generations of people are employed), workplace in the Midwest.
2. Currently interact at least weekly with those in their workplace who by birth
year are commonly identified with a generation other than their own.
3. Weekly (at least) interaction is in full or in part for the purpose of achieving a
common organizational task or goal.
Participation for you is voluntary. My sincere thanks and the rewards of being part of the
study are perhaps intangible benefits to you; there is no monetary reward for
participation.
Please give some thought to participating in the study. The next step would simply be to
return an email to me at lchalverson@stthomas.edu. Assuming you have interest, we can
talk further via email or telephone about consent forms and setting up mutually
convenient interview times.
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In the meantime, please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about
your own participation or the study itself.
Sincerely,

Linda Carey Halverson
Doctoral Candidate
University of St. Thomas
Organization Learning & Development
(651) 269-9077
lchalverson@stthomas.edu
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Appendix D
Pre-Screening Interview Guide
Initial contact with volunteer study participants will include the following questions in
order to a) ensure they meet the necessary criteria for the study, and b) ensure the
collection of necessary demographic data and sampling balance (generational, gender,
workplace type).
1. To which birth year category do you belong?
( ) 1925-1942 Silent generation
( ) 1943-1960 Boomer generation
( ) 1961-1981 Generation X
( ) 1982-2002 Millennial
2. How long have you been employed at your current workplace?
( ) 1-3 years
( ) 4-6 years
( ) 7-9 years
( ) 10-15 years
( ) 16-20 years
( ) More than 20 years
3. How long have you been in the American workforce.
( ) 1 year or less
( ) 2-5 years
( ) 6-10 years
( ) 11-15 years
( ) 16-20 years
( ) 21-25 years
( ) More than 25 years
4. Please indicate, to the extent that you know, the generations of people with whom
you work toward a common goal on a regular basis: (must have at least two other
than their own)
(
(
(
(

) 1925-1942 Silent generation
) 1943-1960 Boomer generation
) 1961-1981 Generation X
) 1982-2002 Millennial

5. Please describe your organization: ( ) for profit education; ( ) non-profit
education; ( ) for profit business; ( ) non-profit business.
6. Does your direct supervisor belong to the generation: (check only one)
( ) Before yours

194
( ) The same as yours
( ) After yours
7. If you supervise people, please indicate the generation(s) to which they belong:
(check all that apply)
( ) Before yours
( ) The same as yours
( ) After yours
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Appendix E
Convenience and Snowball Sampling Interview Guide
1. Your workplace is made of three (four) generations of employees. What is it like
working in an intergenerational workplace?
2. Have you read about generational stereotypes – how the popular press, for
example, describes Silent, Boomers, Gen Xers, Millennials, etc.?
If yes,
a. How do you respond to how popular press describes your generation?
b. How do you respond to descriptions of generations other than your own?
c. Is your experience in the workplace consistent with these descriptions or
different from them? Please explain.
3. What happens when you collaborate with someone older, same as, or younger
than you are on a project? What does that collaboration look like? How does it
take place?
4. Tell me about a time when you learned something from someone older, same as,
or younger than you in your workplace? What was the situation? How did it come
to be? What did you learn?
If you learned something, did it change your perception of that person’s
generation?
5. Tell me about a time when you taught something to someone older, same as, or
younger than you in your workplace? What was the situation? How did it come to
be? What did you teach?
If you successfully taught someone, did it change your perception of that person’s
generation? If yes, how? If no, why not?
6. Tell me about a time when you perceived generational issues to be a barrier for
you in your workplace. Were you able to overcome the barrier? If yes, how? If
not, why not?
7. Tell me about a time when you perceived generational issues to be a barrier for
someone else in your workplace. Were they able to overcome the barrier? If yes,
how? If not, why not?
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Appendix F
Theoretical Sampling Interview Guide – November 14, 2010
Theoretical sampling interviews targets prospective participants who can help build on
the preliminary model theories under development. In this research, I’m looking for
participants who are employed in a workplace with three or more generations of people
working together toward a common goal and who feel they are or are not held
accountable for creating and/or sustaining a fostering environment.
A fostering environment is one in which employees are held accountable for one or more
of the following:
a. Exercises understanding and patience when working with one another;
b. Promotes learning, growth and development for everyone;
c. Encourages collaborative decision making and appreciation of everyone’s
unique strengths;
d. Promotes relationship building;
e. Hires for diversity (in gender, ethnicity, age, etc.) and
f. Believes in the importance of appropriate humor and fun in the workplace.
1. To what extent does your workplace cultivate (or not) a fostering environment as
described above? What role do you play, if any, in cultivating this type of
environment?
2. Tell me a story about a time in your workplace when you thought your workplace
exemplified exercising understanding and patience with each other.
3. How does your workplace promote learning, growth and development and everyone?
How do people learn from one another and what sorts of growth and development
opportunities are available to everyone in your workplace?
4. Tell me a story about a time in your workplace when appreciation of everyone’s
unique strengths was exemplified.
5. How does your organization encourage collaborative decision-making? What are
some examples of the outcome of that collaboration? From your perspective, how
does that outcome differ from those that resulted from a different type of decisionmaking?
6. Describe how your organization promotes relationship building in your workplace.
What role do you personally take in ensuring relationship building takes place in your
workplace?
7. Tell me a story from your workplace that exemplifies hiring for diversity.
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8. Give me some examples that demonstrate that your organization believes in the
importance of appropriate humor and fun in your workplace.
9. Describe any formal programs in place in your workplace to help support and sustain
the fostering environment described above.

